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ABSTRACT
The increased competitive nature of higher education institutions has caused
many small private liberal arts colleges/universities to struggle economically. The cost of
keeping such institutions viable is high. Many institutions have had to raise tuitions rates,
which resulted in decreased enrollment numbers. As a result, many institutions have
been struggling; some even closing. The influences and interferences of college choice
among current college-aged students (known as Generation Z) were reviewed with
recruitment professionals from a handful of such institutions for this qualitative,
constructivist grounded theory study. Data was collected by reviewing relevant research
literature and conducting interviews with participants from five different small private
liberal arts colleges. Findings were analyzed using open and refocused coding to
construct discovered themes into theory in an effort to generate suggestions to improve
the financial stability of such institutions in the coming decade as they face a period of
decreasing enrollment. Six distinct themes emerged to help address the problem
including the implementation of marketing partner and other external relationships,
acquiring internal partners who can relate to Generation Z, discovering ways to
communicate and foster personalized connections with this current generation,
considering parent/guardian relationships, the impact of cost and financial aid, and the
value of the overall college experience. The goal was to provide guidance and ignite
conversations that might solve this problem for these institutions of higher learning.
xi

PREFACE
In 2015, my then supervisor handed me a pamphlet about the characteristics of a
new generation of students soon to arrive at colleges and universities across our nation —
Generation Z. This was my first year working in higher education. At the time, I was
employed by a small private liberal arts college with an undergraduate population of
approximately 1400 students. As an admission counselor, my role was to recruit students
to the university. Being new to higher education, the excitement I held for my new career
motivated me to learn all I could about this unique incoming generation of college-aged
students. Generation Z has been enrolling in college campuses across the nation ever
since. My curiosity never diminished and has only increased realizing the struggles small
private 4-year liberal arts institutions face with expected declines in traditional
undergraduate student enrollment.
My enduring interest has resulted in this multifaceted dissertation in practice
project. This work is presented in three distinct artifacts: (1) Artifact I: Problem of
Practice Analysis (Chapter I); (2) Artifact II: Research Narrative Approach (Chapter II);
and (3) Artifact III: Implementation of Solution (Chapter III). These artifacts lead into a
conclusion chapter (Chapter IV).
Artifact I (Chapter I) highlights the central problem higher education enrollment
practitioners face in recruiting college-aged, Generation Z students. This artifact also
provides context in the form of summarizing relevant literature on how Generation Z is
xii

unique and how that correlates with society from a standpoint of economic,
socioeconomic, and contemporary higher education recruitment factors. The purpose of
why this study is so timely, the important research questions being explored, and the
overall significance behind researching this problem of practice will also be presented.
Artifact I will conclude explaining common approaches to addressing the problem and
will link possible solutions to theoretical foundations.
Artifact II (Chapter II) reviews the research approach and protocol undertaken for
the study. This includes how the research was designed, details about those who
participated in the research, the environment in which the research was conducted, and an
explanation of the data collection procedures and analysis. The focus of Artifact II then
shifts to a full summary of the findings. These findings center around six identified
themes that resulted from the research.
Next, Artifact III (Chapter III) provides an implementation of the solution
resulting from the qualitative research findings presented in Artifact II. A series of links
to videos explaining research results and showcasing a path forward is featured. The goal
of Artifact III is to provide information that will help address the problem of practice
identified in both Artifacts I and II.
Finally, Artifacts I, II, and III are tied together in the final chapter, titled
“Conclusions.” The conclusion (Chapter IV) of this dissertation in practice discusses
how the three artifacts contribute to the body of research on this problem of practice.
Furthermore, Chapter IV presents a reflection on how the research approach addressed
the problem and extends suggestions for future inquiry and research.
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CHAPTER I
ARTIFACT I: PROBLEM OF PRACTICE ANALYSIS
Background
There has been a growing concern in the field of higher education about the
closure of small 4-year colleges, especially those in the private liberal arts category.
These institutions have been working to innovate in a competitive market (Adams, 2015).
More than 30 institutions, with an average lifespan of 87 years, closed between 2005 and
2015 alone (Docking, 2015). Since small private 4-year liberal arts institutions have been
closing, it is important to examine the factors causing this trend. Changes in college
admission/enrollment size and rising tuition costs are key factors.
It has been projected the number of college-aged students will decline 15% after
the year 2025 (Kline, 2019). According to Eide (2018), 10 states will have at least 20
percent fewer high school graduates in the pipeline by 2030. This will be difficult for
smaller colleges as they are driven financially by their enrollment numbers. There has
been a charge for them to not only satisfy academic needs of today’s students, but also
the more social desires of a modern college student. For institutions of all sizes, concerns
have especially increased in more recent years as many students graduate only to find it
challenging to gain suitable employment to match their degree and/or skill level.
Underemployment and unemployment have been a concern of recent graduates
nationwide (Nunley et al., 2017). Large campuses tend to attract students with more
1

sports, more clubs/organizations, and other amenities and resources. Therefore,
prospective students attracted to the many opportunities at a large campus might fail to
recognize advantages of the more personalized attention they could receive at a smaller
college.
Regarding “the more social desires” of a college student, many would define this
as the feelings and needs of the modern generation of college-aged students. Generation
Z represents those born in the late 1990s. This is the generation that followed the group
known as Millennials who were born between 1981 and 1996. There are significant
differences and attitudes expressed between these two distinct groups. As of 2015,
Generation Z is college-aged. Students in this group multi-task but have short attention
spans (Roseberry-McKibben, 2017). These students grew up in a world full of
technology and give more voice to a variety of causes via social media (Viţelar, 2019). If
a small private liberal arts institution has limited resources and amenities due to their
economic situation, that institution may have trouble attracting Generation Z students.
Institutions of higher education are now having to adjust to the needs of a new
generation of college students. Enrollment officers at small private liberal arts
institutions tend to promote a college experience that is personal and unique to each
individual. Such institutions generally promote that a small setting allows a more
intimate experience than what would be expected at a larger, more populated higher
education institution. When compared to students at research or larger/regional
institutions, students at smaller 4-year liberal arts colleges report significantly more
higher-order, reflective, and integrative learning experiences (Pascarella et al., 2013).
Therefore, there must still be a place for smaller institutions of higher education. The
2

challenge, however, is learning how to keep them viable going forward while meeting the
needs of a new generation of learners.
Overview of the Problem
College is becoming more expensive and therefore causing a financial burden for
many families. Private institutions, which do not receive state funding, tend to suffer
most these days as their increased costs make it more difficult to compete with larger,
state funded public institutions. One might assume if a student were to receive more
grant money to fund their education, they may be more likely to consider a small private
4-year liberal arts institution over a larger, more affordable public university if that
institution aligns with their college choice preferences. The amount of federal Pell and
other grant eligibility also has an effect on college enrollment as it helps reduce the cost
burden on students (Braunstein et al., 1999; Rubin, 2011).
Small private liberal arts institutions that depend heavily on tuition dollars, and
unable to rely on large endowments, have been in trouble because declining demand
means declining revenue. These institutions have faced economic hardship due to
decreasing enrollments. The number of college operational collapses and closures are
likely to increase in coming years (Frey, 2013; Simon, 2017). There has been great
uncertainty in whether small, private campuses can sustain and keep their doors open.
Students and their families have much to consider in choosing a college. Factor
financial aid and other tuition assistance into the mix, and ensuring a student picks the
right college is made even more difficult. Studies from the Social Security Benefit
program showed that for every $1000 increase in aid offered, the probability of a student
enrolling increased (Dynarski, 2003). Available individual grant and loan aid also
3

showed a positive impact on enrollment (Braunstein et al., 1999; Rowan-Kenyon, 2007).
The aforementioned results were especially true for students in lower income brackets.
The increased competitive nature of higher education institutions has caused
many small private liberal arts colleges/universities to struggle economically. The cost of
keeping such institutions viable has been high. Many institutions have had to raise
tuitions rates, which resulted in decreased enrollment numbers. In 2011, it was reported
that 150 small private institutions failed a federal financial responsibility audit (Field &
Richards, 2011). Many small institutions are being swallowed up by large state
universities. One prediction is that 10% of private, liberal arts colleges in the United
States will likely close in the next 5 years (Zemsky et al., 2020). Campuses have been
closing because they have difficulty adjusting to new fiscal standards. This adjustment
has been a response to accommodate modern college students and their need for
accessibility to key resources that help make them successful (Fishman et al., 2017;
Mosca et al., 2019).
Concerns especially increased in more recent years leading up to this study. A
U.S. Pew Research poll showed that, in 2011, only 5% of the public thought college
students received excellent value for the money they and their families spent on higher
education (Taylor et al., 2011). Therefore, many have felt higher education has not
provided a good return on investment. About 40% of college presidents surveyed felt the
system of higher education has been going in the wrong direction (Watson & Watson,
2013). In addition, several small colleges have faced economic hardship due to decreases
in overall student population. These institutions have been working to innovate in a
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competitive market (Adams, 2015). There has been great uncertainty in whether these
campuses can remain sustainable and keep their doors open.
Purpose of the Study
Small private liberal arts colleges and universities have been under great duress.
These colleges count on enrollment to maintain financial stability. These institutions
have faced this financial stress in a time when enrollment has been down and will most
likely continue to decrease in coming years. This qualitative study examined strategies
used by small private 4-year liberal arts institutions to tailor their services to Generation
Z admission prospects. The goal of this study has been to identify effective strategies to
help increase enrollment, which will help bolster solvency.
In order to identify strategies that would increase enrollment, it was important to
understand what small private liberal arts institutions were doing at the time of this study
that could be perceived as both effective and ineffective in attracting students from the
available pool of prospective college-aged students. Furthermore, what the current
generation of students perceived as influencing and/or interfering with their college
choices had to be examined. Admission directors lead a staff of counselors who work to
identify student desires in a college or university. By determining perceived influences
of recruitment personnel, suggestions can be generated to potentially help sustain at-riskof-closing small private liberal arts institutions. In identifying strategies to increase
enrollment and influences of recruitment personnel on prospective students, practical
techniques can be suggested to improve the effectiveness of small private liberal arts
institutions in recruiting students to aid their survival in an increasingly competitive highcost environment.
5

Research Questions
This study explores the following questions:
1.

What strategies used by small private 4-year liberal arts institutions to attract
Generation Z students are perceived as effective?

2.

What strategies used by small private 4-year liberal arts institutions to attract
Generation Z students are perceived as ineffective?

3.

How can the information about the strategies used to attract Generation Z
students be used to support small private 4-year liberal arts institutions?
Definitions of Key Terms and Phrases

4+1 Program – Represents 4 years in undergraduate studies and one additional
year in graduate studies resulting in a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in 5 years.
To make this possible, some undergraduate courses may count toward graduate credit.
Such programs help make education more affordable and efficient for students.
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) – A type of software and/or
operations system used to maintain prospective students’ personal information/records,
generate automated communications such as letters and email, upload academic records,
and store other vital student information for recruitment purposes. CRM software
reduces the use of paper filing and storage. An example of a CRM referred to in this
study is Slate.
Enrollment Yield – After all admission acceptance letters are sent to a
prospective incoming class of new students, this term represents the number of students
who accept their admission offer and intend to enroll.
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Pell Grant – Money provided through a United States federal government
subsidy for undergraduate students from low-income families with financial need to help
pay for college.
Private Liberal Arts Institution – There is no formal definition, but generally 4year colleges and universities who focus on granting undergraduate degrees; most of
which come from liberal arts subjects. Unlike public state institutions, they do not
receive government funding and function financially from an endowment and from
tuition-generated revenue. This study involved smaller sized 4-year institutions with
traditional undergraduate student populations of less than 2500.
Slate – A modern, commonly used Customer Relationship Management (CRM)
system for college admission operations. Known for its efficiency and personalization
capabilities.
Traditional Undergraduate Student – A student who is typically right out of
high school. Generally, between the ages of 18 and 22 and enrolled in 4-year
undergraduate degree studies. Typically, a traditional undergraduate student lives on or
near a 4-year college or university campus.
Significance of the Study
Pressure on higher education institutions to change to better fit the needs of
undergraduate students have continued to grow. The ivory tower that has become higher
education has been increasingly a target of criticism as tuition costs have risen, attrition
rates have suffered, and recent graduates at the time of this report faced employment
challenges (Watson & Watson, 2013). Small private 4-year liberal arts institutions have
been increasingly struggling and/or closing. Many will become insolvent, close their
7

doors, be absorbed up by large state universities and become regional campuses, and/or
fail the federal financial responsibility audit just as 150 private institutions did in 2011
(Field & Richards, 2011). Without them, students who need the environment these
institutions provide, will suffer.
There has been a call to hone-in on the nimble path and accept the realities of
demographic change and make recruitment adjustments for auspicious new student pools
(Grawe, 2018). This will not solely help institutions already struggling financially.
Rather, a focus to bolster the variety of choice we have long given our college-aged
students in their educational and career desires is needed. Prospective college students
not only tend to base their choice on personal characteristics such as tastes and
preferences, but their families, schools, communities, and macroeconomic trends are also
factors in that choice (Flaster, 2018).
Having choice is vital to college-aged students. Higher education is best when it
can provide variety to tailor to the needs of students. Small private liberal arts
institutions can provide students with things they cannot receive at a larger university.
Close student-faculty relationships, small class sizes, high quality instruction,
personalized attention, and empathetic advising help make up a successful liberal arts
education (Malm, 2018). A study such as this needs to be conducted to help small
institutions formulate ideas and generate fresh goals to stay solvent for the future.
Generation Z has not only been concerned about the cost of college, but most
believe college is crucial to starting a career (Loveland, 2017). Much has been written
about the demographics and needs of Generation Z, increased college tuition costs, and
other trends in higher education, but what has been lacking is the discovery of how to
8

rebuild small private liberal arts colleges and universities. It is important to the field of
education, as well as future generations of students, to develop a way forward to assist
these small institutions in thriving.
Review of Relevant Research
Small private 4-year liberal arts institutions of higher education have been faced
with the possibility of closing their doors due to an increasingly competitive
environment. There have been numerous factors playing a role. A thorough assessment
and analysis of these factors and the identification of additional outlying causes was
necessary to fully understand the reason our education system has been facing this
problem. Reviewing literature that provides specifics regarding how this became a
problem and suggestions on how to remedy it are explored in this chapter.
First, a review of the literature examined financial factors for both the student as
well as the small institutions at risk of closure. This was followed by examining an
average profile of today’s college students. Knowing something about the students being
targeted may help guide what strategies admissions officers use to influence students’
choice of college in the future. Finally, looking closer at how these smaller institutions
recruit students helped identify the state of modern higher education enrollment. In
reviewing research on attitudes of the Generation Z college-aged student and the
economics of their choices, we can better understand influences and interferences they
face when making such an important decision. This helps bring to light what our small
private liberal arts institution professionals have faced as they worked with their staff to
navigate through the challenges of recruiting Generation Z to their small institutions.
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Economic Considerations of College Choice for Generation Z
The number of high school graduates in the United States peaked in 2010-11
(Rickes, 2016). Since 2015, Generation Z, which identifies as those born in 1997, has
taken over our college campuses. Since the number of high school graduates has been
decreasing, there are fewer students on college campuses. This has impacted enrollment,
which as a result, has increased financial considerations in higher education. This has
been especially true on small private 4-year liberal arts campuses with limited
endowments. How to provide revenue when fewer students enroll has been a concern.
These institutions generally enroll fewer than 2500 students in a good year. When
enrollment numbers fall, these tuition-dependent schools look to return the size of their
entering class to previous levels and return tuition revenue to previous highs to sustain
themselves (Carey, 2014; Gitter et al., 2018).
Since the Great Recession of 2008, small private colleges have seen an increase in
challenges both financially and organizationally. Economically, these institutions have
seen little to no return on endowments, reductions in philanthropic help, an increase in
overhead cost, an enhanced competitive nature from other institutions, and students
seeking even more financial aid (Carey, 2014; Eide, 2018; Flaster, 2018). From an
organizational and structural standpoint, some colleges have merged to keep from closing
(Carey, 2014). This includes some state colleges absorbing small private institutions and
making them branch campuses. Furthermore, there has been growing concern from the
general public about their return on investment and the overall value of a college degree
(McKinney & Burridge, 2015).
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In return, the aforementioned changes have had an impact on the current
generation of college-aged students and their families. Families have struggled
financially as they rode the waves of the national and global economy and everyday
expenses. Similarly, students have experienced the dramatic change institutions have
been going through as they (students) have begun the process of exploring higher
education institutions (Dahill-Brown et al., 2016). Due to a roller-coaster of changes in
the economy over the past couple decades, college students and their parents have had
much to consider when it comes to college choice. The literature indicated these
economic fears have an impact on college choice for members of Generation Z. Rising
tuition prices would not create such an issue if family incomes were increasing at the
same rate. Generation Z has been much more financially conservative because budget
cuts have been a reality to this group (Hope, 2016).
Financial woes also vary demographically. Families have been taking out student
loans to help fund college education at increasing rates in recent decades (Flaster, 2018;
Horn & Dunagan, 2018). What is different, however, is which ethnic groups tend to take
out more loans. Hispanic students are increasingly less likely to take out a student loan
than their White peers. Meanwhile, Black students are increasingly more likely to
borrow (Chan et al., 2019; Hernández, 2015; Nienhusser & Oshio, 2017). Since tuition
rates are higher at small private colleges, such institutions may find it harder to appeal to
certain ethnic groups since those students would have to borrow higher amounts to attend
a private higher education institution than if they attended a public one.
Small private liberal arts institutions face quite a conundrum when it comes to
serving the financial needs of Generation Z students. While these institutions struggle
11

financially because of increased competition and lack of government funding,
administrators of such institutions, in response, often feel they must raise their tuition
rates. Meanwhile, Generation Z students, who might otherwise apply to a small private
liberal arts institution, cannot afford the higher rates. Students of Generation Z have
believed that education is key to realizing their goals, but because of financial constraints,
have tended to gain admission to universities that offer scholarships (Chillakuri &
Mahanandia, 2018).
In the modern economy and higher education system, it has become increasingly
more difficult for small colleges to offer competitive scholarships to attract students.
Therefore, small private liberal arts institutions stand to continue to lose out to better
funded, often more financial aid advantaged, large state institutions. Financial
sustainability has certainly been the number one concern for small private liberal arts
institutions. Huber (2014) stated:
It’s students and families frightened by their debt loads, faculty struggling as
poorly paid adjuncts, administrators saving money on campus operations, policy
makers promising low-priced degrees, or entrepreneurs developing online
services, everyone has a stake in how much it costs to go to college. (p. 18)
Small private liberal arts institutions will need to increase enrollment to stay solvent
while remembering their strengths in order to do so. With approximately 200 such
institutions in the United States, they play a significant role in higher education. While
they enroll a small percentage of all enrolled students nationwide, their alums are more
likely to achieve higher levels of success (Gitter et al., 2018). Small private liberal arts
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institutions playing on their strengths is just as important to their survival as money will
continue to be going forward.
The Attributes and Desires of Generation Z
Just as every generation before it, each generation has a set of characteristics that
define them. As Generation Z has become college-aged, it has been noted they are savvy
with technology, achievement oriented, and are bound close to home (Rickes, 2016).
Socially, this generation is motivated by relationships, passion, and advocacy. Members
of Generation Z do not want to let others down and want to make a difference for
someone (Rue, 2018; Seemiller & Grace, 2017). Furthermore, this generation is more
socially liberal but moderate or conservative financially. Generation Z is not motivated
by money or even by the validation of other people. Finally, they are stressed about the
cost of college and the debt that ensues. These students are under no illusion they will
gain employment, but if they do, their work must be meaningful and connect with their
passions (Hope, 2016; Seemiller & Grace, 2017).
Ekman (2014) suggested small private liberal arts institutions can capitalize on
the attitudes of Generation Z stating:
It’s useful to reiterate the main indicators that favor liberal arts colleges. The first
is that they are educationally effective. Studies repeatedly show that small
classes, close interaction with faculty, and other features of personalization that
are typical in liberal arts colleges produce the most learning. (p. 24)
Students are able to stand-out more and form a tight-knit community in small institutions.
Since small institutions emphasize liberal arts education, there are some key advantages
to such an education. For example, a liberal arts education helps students develop an
13

ability to think and reason, to think for themselves, and develop a clearer understanding
of the world by learning in many different subject areas (Burrell, 2008).
Modern prospective college-aged students, however, have faced numerous
options including, but not limited to, program choice, campus amenities (clubs, sports,
and other similar social aspects), as well as the overall reputation of an institution and
how it would propel their own reputation in their future endeavors (Stephenson et al.,
2016; Taylor et al., 2003). While smaller campuses may lack the amenities that attract
students to larger universities, smaller campuses can focus on their strengths such as a
more intimate college experience. Generation Z learners are more self-directed learners.
Gone are the days of standing in front of the classroom and talking at students. Today’s
educator must interact more and lecture less. These students thrive on technology
(Mosca et al., 2019; Roseberry-McKibben, 2017; Shatto & Erwin, 2016).
To their advantage, small private institutions could capitalize on both a more
intimate experience as well as an enhanced use of technology. Generation Z has been the
first real digital native generation (Lanier, 2017). Therefore, making small private
institutions more technology driven could help with enrollment. The only problem is that
increasing and enhancing technology costs money. Funding for such technology is
something often lacking in small private liberal arts institutions. Resources to pay for
technology enhancements most likely do not exist in small institutions, at least not the
institutions existing at the time of this study. As Generation Z continues to arrive on
small campuses, with their strong technology dominated backgrounds and different ways
of learning, it is important to better understand them as their needs and desires will help
shape the future of higher education (Buzzetto-Hollywood & Alade, 2018).
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Generation Z has striven to acquire leadership skills. Recent generations, such as
X and Millennials, learned by doing. Many in Generation Z, however, have not had the
opportunity in this economy to do so much. Generation Z students are more pragmatic
and target more traditional opportunities for advancement as well as improved economic
security. While members of Generation Z have not had the corporate exposure of more
recent generations, they have been found to have more of an entrepreneurial drive when
compared to the Millennial generation (Çora, 2019; Lanier, 2017). Panwar and Mehta
(2019) found Generation Z mostly has relied on professional college education for
learning leadership skills. Small private liberal arts institutions can help foster this
growth in leadership with their intimate learning environments and student support
services.
The Recruitment Strategy
Branding and marketing have been a priority on the lists of many higher
education administrators (Shattock, 2010; Stephenson et al., 2016). Higher education
institutions must sell themselves to students. For small colleges, this can include a
relationship marketing strategy where personal relationships with the institution are
encouraged to help increase enrollment (Vander Schee, 2010). Prospective college
students and their parents will compare and contrast a university brand and how recruiters
marketed that brand to them (parents and prospective students) to help form their college
decisions. Major program offerings, price, campus visits, perceptions, size, location,
campus aesthetics, and comfort are all factors in the branding process (creating a brand or
image) for colleges and universities. The college application process, admission,
financial aid determination, and a student’s enrollment decision are also factored.
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Expectations through each of these phases of enrollment greatly impact a student’s
decision to enroll (DesJardins et al., 2006; Redding, 2017).
It should be noted that small private colleges have better graduation rates and
lower attrition rates than 4-year public institutions (Ekman, 2014). Small private liberal
arts institutions must piece together a picture for prospective students showing how a
small campus can benefit that student. This would include a more personalized
experience in a smaller community where students might have stronger relationships with
their professors, college staff, and administrators. Targeting these students on how a
smaller campus can help them when it comes to seeking advice, building a strong
network of support, and assisting students in career planning are just some examples. On
smaller campuses, international students were found to be more engaged in academic and
social activities because of the personal involvement of faculty and staff interacting with
their students in these more intimate settings (Sullivan, 2018). In contrast, however,
some smaller campuses have been understaffed due to budget constraints and sometimes
do not have enough staffing to provide such intimate relationships with students (Vander
Schee, 2010).
It has been vital for small private liberal arts institutions to not only adapt to
changing economic times, but to also know their voice. Stakeholders involved in such
institutions must be unified in their efforts. Administration, faculty and staff must stand
together as one voice to articulate their distinct attributes, their values, and why they are
relevant (Hilbun & Mamiseishvili, 2016). A strong institutional-wide coalition engaged
in the greater good of an entire organization can show prospective students and their
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families why they can entrust their tuition dollars to a small college. This is part of
making “the sell” to attract students.
Such a coalition must shine through when prospective students visit a campus. A
campus visit, which generally includes a tour of a campus, can be further enhanced by
including more interactions with various departments the students are interested in.
Having a more intimate experience with faculty and staff can be a huge selling point.
One significant contributor to a student making a final college selection is a campus visit.
This visit has been noted as a primary determining factor when students make their final
college choice and also noted has been that a student’s friends and family often have
helped in making their final college choice upon completing a campus visit (Stephenson
et al., 2016).
It is important that enrollment officers on small campuses consider the feelings of
an entire family, not just a student. Along with a recent shift in enrollment numbers, it
has been noticed there is a shift in parental involvement with their child’s college choice.
Further, parental involvement has also been a component of successful programs and
helps promote college enrollment in the form of social capital (Perna & Titus, 2005;
Rowan-Kenyon et al., 2008; Simmons, 2011). With this, there has also been a shift to
ensuring that policies and programs empower parents to be involved in shaping their
children’s education futures. If structures and systems are created that meet parents
where they are emotionally and in terms of their unique needs, parents of all walks of life
will be partners in the college planning process (Amrein, 2016; Perna & Titus, 2005).
Socio-economic status has also been a predictor of whether a student chooses a
private or public institution and/or a small versus a large campus. Add the factor of
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financial aid and other tuition assistance into the mix, and making the right college choice
is made even more difficult. Students from upper-income families were less likely to
allow this assistance to factor their overall college choice (Perna & Titus, 2005; RowanKenyon, 2007). With a variety of techniques available for determining socio-economic
status, including an examination of data based on zip code, institutions at the time of this
study could examine socio-economic status and use it as a predictor of whether a student
may choose a private or a public institution and/or a small versus a large campus
(Goenner, 2006).
Generation Z has been more diverse than any prior generation served by
American higher education (Selingo, 2018). Recruitment efforts to target this diverse
group of students has never been more important. College preparation programs have
been an increasingly common approach to raising college enrollment rates of African
Americans, Hispanics, and other groups of students who are underrepresented in higher
education. Whether there is a correlation between colleges and universities who lack
college preparation programs and their potential demise needs to be explored. Many
institutions work to match an increasingly diverse student population with a more diverse
and culturally proficient faculty and staff so students can feel at home and have their
needs met (Saphier, 2017; Sutton, 2018). For those recruiting on smaller campuses, it
will be important going forward to be quick to accept the realities of demographic change
and make recruitment adjustments for new student pools (Grawe, 2018).
Addressing the Problem – Implications and Common Approaches
Small private liberal arts colleges and universities have faced many challenges in
recent years. Constantly looking for ways to maintain and/or increase enrollment while
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staying solvent have been at the forefront. The fact that small private liberal arts
institutions were struggling or closing their doors just as a new generation of students
were beginning their postsecondary education was prevalent. As the number of collegeaged students was decreasing, keeping current was vital for survival. This was especially
true considering these particular institutions. Going forward, it would be important for
these institutions of higher learning to also factor in special programming for an
increasingly diverse student population.
Attitudes and desires of Generation Z, fiscal concerns in an ever-changing
economy with increasing tuition costs and less government funding, while working to
market students has been a lot to juggle for small private liberal arts institutions. Staying
on top of socioeconomic factors and trends may help these already vulnerable places of
higher learning stay viable and thrive. Many will unfortunately close, but many can
survive if practical strategies for sustainability are discovered.
Literature shows colleges and universities have faced many challenges in the
modern era. Constantly looking for ways to maintain and/or increase enrollment while
re-branding the face of an institution have been key to the long-term success of higher
education. Small private higher education institutions should maximize the benefits and
resources of good economic times and continuously prepare for bad turns in an everchanging United States economy (Hilbun & Mamiseishvili, 2016).
It is not just money; researchers express varying reasons why small private liberal
arts colleges have been struggling and closing their doors just as a new generation of
students begin their postsecondary education. Attitudes and desires of this new
generation, fiscal concerns in an up and down U.S. economy, higher tuition costs across
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the board for smaller campuses due to less government funding, socio-economic factors,
and effective use of branding/marketing are all to be considered when examining why
these campuses have been in such despair.
Recruitment strategies used by both large and small universities and how
outcomes of those strategies have improved enrollment and financial sustainability, are
key for understanding their continued success. Tuition dollars are a huge factor, but how
an institution is branded and sold to the public is extremely vital. Keeping current with
“the times” is vital for survival, especially with smaller, liberal arts colleges. Going
forward, it will be important for institutions of higher learning to factor in special
programming for an increasingly more diverse student population who tend to come with
more parent involvement. Cost is likely higher at a smaller private liberal arts institution,
but the benefits of such a personalized experience could outweigh enticements of larger,
more affordable institutions. Finally, staying on top of socioeconomic factors and trends
will help already vulnerable institutions stay relevant and keep their doors open. A
number of these institutions may cease to exist, but many can stay open if they work to
build a plan for sustainability and long-term relevance as times and trends change.
Linking Theoretical Foundations
Kahneman (2003) established both the prospect theory and framing theory ideas
from what is commonly considered behavioral economic theory. In other words, the two
theories were intertwined, combining economic and psychological behaviors regarding
consumer choice. The prospect theory models how people decide between alternatives
that involve risk and uncertainty (the possibility of gains or losses). Here, the consumer
thinks in terms of expected utilization in correlation to, for example, their wealth rather
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than absolute outcomes. Regarding college choice, this theory goes hand-in-hand with
the framing theory, which states consumer choices will be influenced by how information
is framed or presented (Kahneman, 2003).
In relation to education, both the prospect theory and framing theory show how
context affects which choice is made and help analyze the decisions students make about
their higher education choices (Jabbar, 2011). Here, prospective college-aged students
are faced with numerous options including, but not limited to, program choice, campus
amenities (clubs, sports, and other similar social aspects), as well as the overall reputation
of an institution and how it will propel their own reputation in their future endeavors.
Small private liberal arts institutions need to consider concepts behind the
prospect theory and the framing theory to help increase their enrollment. While smaller
campuses may lack the amenities that attract students to larger universities, these
campuses can focus on their strengths—such as a more intimate college experience.
Small private liberal arts institutions must piece together a picture for prospective
students that will show how a small campus can benefit that student. This would include
a more personalized experience in a smaller community where students might have a
stronger relationship with their professors, college staff, and administrators.
As depicted below in Figure 1, utilizing the context behind prospect and framing
theories could help influence a student on their college choice. Targeting students on
how a smaller campus can help them when it comes to seeking advice, building a
stronger network of support, and career planning assistance are just some examples.
Citing student success stories of where their alums are after graduation can help make the
sell for prospective students to choose a smaller campus over a larger one. Cost is likely
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higher at a smaller college, but the benefits of such a personalized experience could
outweigh enticements of larger, more affordable institutions.
Figure 1
Prospect Theory and Framing Theory Example

Summary
A review of relevant research shows a collection of numerous factors that will
especially affect small private liberal arts colleges and universities. There is, however,
still much that needs to be explored about Generation Z and college choice. A sizeable
amount of the literature explored the era of economic discomfort that befell small private
liberal arts institutions, both during and the decade following, the Great Recession of
2008. There has been some hope, however, “after more than 20 years of rapid growth,
college tuition inflation has slowed recently” (Bundick & Pollard, 2019, p. 70).
Furthermore, since Generation Z just entered college, more will most likely be learned
about them and their attitudes toward college choice.
The next chapter introduces the research approach. This includes the method
undertaken for the field study with participants from five different small private liberal
arts institutions. The goal of this research was to collect data from these participants to
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address the problem of practice small private liberal arts institutions have been having in
a more direct and practical manner.
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CHAPTER II
RESEARCH APPROACH NARRATIVE
The purpose of this artifact is to explain the research process of this study on how
to sustain small private 4-year liberal arts colleges and universities during a projected
period of enrollment decline. Perspectives of recruitment professionals from small 4-year
colleges were collected to help gain insight. Instead of using quantitative methods such
as surveying a group of professionals, grounded theory became the chosen qualitative
research method. Qualitative research is best suited for this study because the variables
are unknown and need to be explored (Creswell, 2012). The research design, described
in this artifact, includes an explanation of how grounded theory with a constructivist
design was utilized for this study. The research design also includes information about
the participants of the study, research environment, data collection, and data analysis. The
artifact concludes with the findings.
The review of relevant literature through higher education publications and
scholarly journal articles brought a plethora of information about the trends of college
recruitment and why small private liberal arts institutions were struggling at the time
of this study. There was, however, a lack of research on the perspectives of recruitment
professionals and Generation Z. This may have been due to the fact that Generation Z
only began enrolling in colleges and universities in recent years at the time of this report.
To account for this gap, the researcher conducted in-depth interviews to dig deeper into
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why small private liberal arts institutions have been struggling and how they can increase
enrollment to counter their struggles. The interviews helped capture recruitment trends
relating to college choice at the time of this research.
Key informants such as enrollment administrators on small private 4-year liberal
arts campuses helped facilitate access to particular resources, populations, organizations,
and gatekeepers to make connections with the data (Mack et al., 2005). Using the
prospect and framing theory with study participants’ perceived gains and losses of
choosing a small private liberal arts college over a large state university and exploring the
influences of recruitment personnel on potential students, the goal was to produce
suggestions to potentially help sustain these institutions. Results explore which outcomes
can improve enrollment and financial viability.
Research Design
A qualitative, constructivist grounded theory research approach was used to
answer the research questions for this study. As Creswell (2012) explained, the use of
grounded theory allows the examination of a “number of individuals who have all
experienced an action, interaction, or process. Grounded theory designs are systematic,
qualitative procedures that researchers use to generate a general explanation grounded in
the views of the participants” (p. 21). Using grounded theory permitted the researcher to
conduct individual interviews and to collect personal stories from those experiencing
changing trends in higher education. From these interviews, the creation of predictive
statements from participants’ perspectives helped generate the conclusions of this
research.
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Constructivist grounded theory better served this study in lieu of the systematic or
emerging approaches to grounded theory explained by Glaser and Strauss (1999).
Systematic and emerging approaches narrow research down by axial coding and/or
categories and is more quantitative in nature (Creswell, 2012). Charmaz’s (2017)
constructivist approach to grounded theory connects theorizing and research practice.
Furthermore, it brings people and their perspectives into the foreground and allows
blending of participants’ experiences with that of the researcher’s own experience
(Charmaz, 2017). With this design, the researcher also brought his own values,
experiences, and priorities to the overall study (Creswell, 2012).
Grounded theory with a constructivist design allowed the researcher more
freedom to interpret data collected in interviews with knowledge and experiences of the
interviewer. Charmaz (2017) stated:
To render our participants’ experience we need to dig into their meanings and
actions. We listen to their stories and view their actions and hope to grasp their
meanings … but only through connecting and questioning can we bring these to
the surface. This connecting and questioning transpires when our lives blend with
those of our participants. (p. 41)
Education has helped the researcher exceed in life. The researcher has earned degrees in
Political Science and Management, and will soon earn an advanced degree in Education,
which have empowered the researcher to grow and learn both personally and
professionally. The researcher drew from these experiences to assist in this study when
conducting interviews and analyzing collected data.
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As Creswell (2012) explained, the constructivist approach to grounded theory
qualitative research is “more interested in the examination of view, values, beliefs,
feelings, assumptions, and ideologies of individuals than in getting facts and describing
acts” (p. 429). Furthermore, in this constructivist approach design, a researcher is
involved in the sharing of ideas and experiences. The researcher in this study has over
six years of professional experience as an admission recruiter and advisor with a focus on
developing career goals and personal growth of students. These experiences have helped
the researcher better understand various educational settings. Furthermore, this
background provided a clearer view of the needs of understanding enrollment and
recruitment in such settings.
Participants
Five small private liberal arts institutions of higher education from across the
United States participated in this study. For this study, the definition of a small college
was one with a traditional undergraduate enrollment of less than 2500 students and was
classified as a private 4-year liberal arts-centric institution. Interviews with enrollment
personnel were conducted since they are at the forefront of student/parent interactions
with an institution. All participants were in leadership positions with their
admissions/enrollments departments with titles that included Vice-President of
Enrollment and/or Director of Admissions. The reason for choosing this participant type
was because such individuals would be capable of assisting the researcher in answering
key research questions and interview questions of this study (see Appendix A). These
questions sought to discover what recruitment strategies have been influential and which
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have been ineffective in recruiting members of Generation Z to small educational
institutions.
Approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of North
Dakota was granted to conduct interviews with the five participating institutions after
obtaining approval from each respective institution’s own Institutional Review Board.
An email was sent to each potential participant inviting them to participate in this study
(Appendix B). The identity of the actual five participating institutions and five individual
participants will remain anonymous as was promised to them in an effort to alleviate any
fears participants might have and help them speak more candidly and to ensure
confidentiality. Table 1 below, however, illustrates some general characteristics about
each institution.
Table 1
General Characteristics of Participating Institutions

Institution
Pseudonym

U.S.
Geographic
Region
Location of
Institution

Approximate #
of Traditional
Undergraduate
Students*

Meeting
Incoming Class
Enrollment
Goal in Recent
Years?

Setting of
Institution

Institution A

Midwest

1250-1500

No

Suburban

Institution B

South

2000-2250

Yes

Suburban

Institution C

Midwest

750-1000

Yes

Rural

Institution D

South

1250-1500

No

Rural

Institution E

Northeast

1500-1750

Yes

Suburban

Note. Exact numbers were available, but a range within 250 was established to further
ensure confidentiality.
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Table 2 shows the number of years in higher education enrollment each individual
participant had experienced at the time of this study. Sharing this information provides
Table 2
Number of Years Enrollment Experience of Each Participant
Institution Pseudonym

Participant’s # of Years of
Enrollment Experience

Institution A

17

Institution B

4

Institution C

9

Institution D

15

Institution E

12

some background and context on the knowledge participants possessed as well as helping
distinguish each institution when reviewing the findings of the study. The age, ethnicity,
geographic location, and gender for these participants varied, but accumulating diverse
viewpoints was a focus of this research. Participants used English as their primary
language which matched that of the researcher.
Research Environment
Participants were interviewed via Zoom. For enticement, participants were
offered a virtual gift card and informed of the importance of the study to help, not only
their own institution, but other institutions like theirs. Interviews were conducted in as
private an environment as possible, and the researcher strove to conduct interviews in a
highly professional manner. One aim of the interview with each participant was to avoid
disrupting in any way their professional environment.
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Data Collection Procedures and Analysis
Open-ended questioning guided each interview. Upon receiving signed
permission from a participant via an approved IRB consent form (Appendix C) to
proceed with an interview, interview conversations were audio recorded using a Sony PX
Series Digital Recorder. The purpose of recording interviews was so the researcher could
gain a full review and analysis of the data at a later time so the researcher could be
attentive during questioning and not worry about taking notes. Furthermore, verification
of the information was captured via the recording for future use. Confidentiality and
permission were further ensured by asking those interviewed for their permission to
conduct the recording and by once again stating neither their name or employer’s name
would be identified in the study. During interviews, the researcher made sure not to
mention either the participant’s name or the participant’s institution while recording.
Responses from interviews presented various results and viewpoints. The shared
experiences of those interviewed became a driving force in forming conclusions using a
constructivist grounded theory approach. To thoroughly assess and analyze data, open
coding was used to categorize each interview based on a participant’s college location,
enrollment size of participant’s institution, the participant’s professional expertise, and
the knowledge and insight they shared. This helped segment the information and
establish causal conditions based on responses (Creswell, 2012).
Data was thoroughly analyzed using refocused coding to formulate and draw
conclusions into a narrative that connected and interpreted the information in order to
construct theory (Kenny & Fourie, 2015). This assisted the researcher in understanding
why our education system has faced such a devastating problem. As Kenny and Fourie
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explained, refocused coding helps carry the weight of an analysis by emphasizing
determining conditions and discovering consequences that help identify gaps in data and
lead to constructing a theory. In addition, a thematic analysis method was implemented
across the data to identify, analyze, and report repeated patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Figure 2 below helps depict the coding process for this study. The goal was to form a
correlation to show which strategies enrollment professionals at small private liberal arts
institutions can explore implementing to improve their enrollments, and therefore,
financial situations in the years of difficulty ahead. The desired outcome was to identify
best practice strategies that could help such institutions plan for a sustainable future.
Figure 2
Coding Process
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Findings: A Review of Effective and Ineffective Strategies
Participant interviews were completed in the winter of 2022 between January 5th
and January 20th. Each interview centered around common recruitment topics (see
Appendix A) with the goal of answering the primary research questions surrounding this
study. As identified earlier in this chapter, the first two of three research questions focus
on identifying both effective and ineffective strategies that guide the recruitment of
traditional Generation Z students. The third research question focuses on providing a
way forward for small private liberal arts institutions based on results of the first two
research questions.
Data from participant interviews were analyzed to produce a thematic analysis.
This process of coding involved identifying frequent topics and key elements that each
enrollment professional discussed regarding their recruitment strategies. Upon
completion of the interviews and after analyzing the data, results revealed the following
themes that have guided recruitment strategies with Generation Z, namely: building
marketing partner and other external relationships, acquiring internal partners to relate
to Generation Z, communicating and fostering connections with prospective Generation
Z students, the parent/guardian factor, the impact of cost and financial aid, and the value
of the overall college experience.
Identified themes resulted from summarizing the most prevalent topics in each
participants’ responses to interview questions (see Appendix A). Each of these themes
will now be addressed separately in this chapter to showcase effective and ineffective
Generation Z recruitment strategies used by the small private liberal arts institutions that
participated in this study. These findings will help generate answers to the third research
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question which aims to provide guiding information on how recruitment strategies used
to attract Generation Z students can be used to support small private liberal arts
institutions going forward into the future.
Theme 1: Building Marketing Partner and Other External Relationships
Participant interviews further highlighted the importance of how an institution
handles their marketing across various campus administrative offices and how that aligns
with enrollment division efforts when recruiting Generation Z students. According to
enrollment professionals interviewed, marketing is primarily out of their control as
marketing professionals on their campus must consider the marketing needs of all
departments, not just those of an enrollment/admissions office. However, admissions
officers’ influence and contribution to marketing in institutions has increased in some
cases.
The recruitment professional from Institution B mentioned their institution hired a
new Vice-President of Enrollment just after Generation Z began enrolling in college
around 2015. This new marketing professional had worked outside of higher education
and quickly earned a reputation as someone who could think unconventionally. He
immediately began working with other departments across campus to construct a
marketing strategy that would benefit everyone as much as possible.
Additionally, the participant from Institution B reported his own hiring in 2018
was somewhat unconventional. His background was K-12 learning and educational
consulting. He had never worked in higher education previously and says their college
president had been taking on such risks to gain a new perspective on how to enhance
campus operations and foster the enrollment of Generation Z. Institutions A and D also
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reported the hiring of new talented, more tech-savvy, and forward-thinking directors of
marketing in recent years leading up to the time of this study.
The participant from Institution E echoed the idea of thinking in new ways. At
his institution, they stopped using large marketing companies as “search partners.” These
search partners helped with recruitment communications and provided potential prospect
names bought from ACT/SAT scoring and other identifiers. According to this enrollment
professional, the larger marketing partner companies have been, as he put it, “Too cookie
cutter and literally seem to just change one college’s name, then simply replace it with
yours” because they deal with so many institutions across the country. Working with so
many institutions just like theirs does not enable a more intentional or intimate
partnership where their particular needs can be addressed. Institutions B and E reported
using smaller, more niche-like companies to partner with for their marketing needs.
These companies, they find, have offered them a more personalized touch providing
advice specific to their individual institution’s needs.
All participants encouraged finding new marketing programs and customer
service management (CRM) systems. Using such tools to their advantage has been key
in recruiting Generation Z students. These programs and systems allow for more
automation and more targeted recruitment communications. All but one institution
reported using Slate as their CRM system. Four institutions reported Slate allowed them
to move on from outdated, less-automated, slower CRM systems and/or paper files.
These institutions reported noticing an increasing number of colleges and universities
using Slate because it is “cost-effective, user-friendly, customizable.” The enrollment
professional from Institution D said this new CRM system “has been so much more
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efficient than prior operating systems” and allows their admissions staff to “make more
time in building personal connections with students.” Institution E’s participant opined,
“Our electronic CRM is so important to help with data storage and quick access to help
keep up with the times.” The one institution not using Slate stated they made a shift to a
more updated CRM system in recent years, also to increase efficiency.
Institution D was using a software that helped identify potential fears prospective
students feel by asking them pointed questions in their communications. A student’s
responses to such questioning generates additional communications that can help a
student learn about resources an institution provides to alleviate the student’s fears. As
Institution D’s enrollment professional mentioned, “It is narrative marketing where the
student can become the hero of their own story.” She continued, “We know Gen Z is
practical minded and wants to be prepared for their career. This marketing tool makes
them feel they are on a journey and the institution is their guide.”
Most participants interviewed reported hiring marketing and recruitment
consulting firms to come in and help them reorganize their enrollment efforts. The
enrollment professional from Institution B argued, “It’s more difficult to recruit on your
own these days without some outside help.” To target Generation Z, it is important to
“speak their language and be aware of what is important to them.” He elaborated, “Gen
Z wants to change the world. These outside consulting groups look at national data;
something those in their enrollment office can’t achieve with what they are tasked to do
and the data they start with.” Outside consulting groups, he continued, “can get the data
and analyze it from a much broader scope than a single small college.” Knowing that, he
has asked himself daily how their institution can make that national connection by adding
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marketing programming to their recruitment efforts and hone-in on a larger database.
Participants from both Institutions B and E attested that smaller firms can best pinpoint
student needs in a way that speaks specifically to where an institution may be at and
where it needs to be.
In 2017, Institution B recruited the smallest incoming freshman class in years. To
improve enrollment going forward, they immediately hired a consulting firm who helped
them re-brand their image in 2018. This firm conducted brand awareness studies within
and outside the region to discover what local perceptions were of Institution B. They
realized they were not “honed-in on the right way to market to this generation of
students” and that “this generation needed to hear things in a different way.”
As a result, Institution B hired a company that helped them purchase names of
potential prospective students from a large pool of what they called “suspects.” One
example of such purchased names was generated from students who had taken the ACT
or SAT. After acquiring the names, the marketing company then broke the list down
among those who had specifically asked for more information about the institution.
Demographic data, academic scores, expressed interests in the university, and other
qualities helped generate what is known as a prospect score. The higher the prospect
score, the more likely a student would be to enrolling at an institution. The prospect
score goes higher the more a student opens emails or clicks on links sent by an
institution. This allows their recruitment team the ability to know which prospective
students to spend more time and effort on.
Obtaining new marketing directors and/or consulting firms has also impacted the
look of institutions’ websites. All participants made mention of how essential their
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website had been in recruiting Generation Z students as many students and their families
often go to an institution’s website early on in their search for a college to learn more
about a college. The participant from Institution A explained how their website was now
“less text-centered and increasingly more image-heavy,” while Institution B’s participant
said they were constantly identifying ways their website can better “nail down who they
are” to students and their families. Meanwhile, the participant from Institution D
mentioned the importance of making a website both “app and mobile friendly.”
Finally, a few of the enrollment professionals mentioned the importance of their
4-year institutions partnering with local 2-year community colleges as a way to build
bridges so transfer students would have a traditional undergraduate experience (18-22
year old students going for a bachelor’s degree). Institution E worked with their local
community college to build academic course tracks and pathways students could follow
during their enrollment at the local 2-year community college that ensured ease of
transferring to their 4-year institution to finish their bachelor’s degree. He said their
institution even hired a staff member strictly dedicated to transfer student efforts. He
added, “Transfer students are transactional in nature—asking how much it will cost, how
long will it take, and what’s the quickest path—whereas traditional undergraduate
students come to them feeling it’s a huge life-changing decision and take their time
choosing.” Creating such paths enrolls more students and generates more tuition dollars
for an institution.
Theme 2: Acquiring Internal Partners to Relate to Generation Z
In addition to acquiring the right kind of marketing team and external
partnerships, all five participants urged the importance of hiring the right in-house
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recruitment staff and aligning the admission operation with departments across campus.
First, the recruitment team needs to be able to relay marketing and recruiting messages in
a way that will resonate with Generation Z. The professionals interviewed emphasized
how vital the enthusiasm of recruitment staff is in helping each institution achieve its
enrollment goals. The Institution D participant stated, “You better have an admission
staff that wants to be there and enjoys working with this generation.” The participant
from Institution E opined, “You need a positive mindset-driven enrollment team who
cares. I would take that above all the data and other platforms I have at my disposal any
day of the week.”
Each interviewee emphasized hiring the right recruitment staff has been
increasingly important with Generation Z as they require a more personalized touch. As
reported by Institution E’s participant, for small colleges to thrive, they need an
“admission staff that represents the students they want to attract—which is a staff that is
diverse and looks just like the students of this generation.” This participant went on to
state, “They trust a person who looks like them or who has a similar background as they
do.” As a result, a stronger connection to the institution is formed.
The review of relevant literature highlighted the significance of just how much
diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives resonate with Generation Z. Two institutions
identified the long-continued struggle of recruiting international students in a post 9/11
and more politically charged existence. Efforts to recruit a more diverse student
population were more localized at the time of this research. Institution D’s participant
noted the rise in their local Latino population. In the past few years, they had
implemented the development of more academic programs and student organizations to
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help in their efforts to recruit these students. Located in a largely Caucasian rural setting
in a southern region of the United States, they acknowledged their local population of
Gen Z students “want to attend an institution with more diversity among students and
college staff.”
The interviewee from Institution A noted what he called the “altruism” of
Generation Z expressing, “This generation is a lot more activist in nature and motivated
about seeking social justice than prior generations.” He went on to encourage providing
Generation Z students “a chance to tell their gender identity on the admission
application.” He said this generation feels strongly about “gender identity, comfort, and
fluidity” and having their staff acknowledge that “gives students ways they can describe
themselves to the institution.” Institution E’s participant stressed, “Everyone says they
want [their campus staff] to be more diverse, but unless you take the actual tangible steps,
you won’t get there.” Expanding the diversity of their recruitment staff and campus
diversity initiatives has helped Institution E’s growth in enrolling students from diverse
backgrounds. In 2019, they welcomed 52 incoming students from diverse backgrounds.
This number increased to 70 in 2020. Their goal has been to increase that number at a
minimum of 2% annually going forward.
One additional strategy Institution E found successful has been adding bi-lingual
information sessions to recruit the more diverse Generation Z population. This certainly
helped students feel more included, but also the parents, who may not possess the same
level of English-speaking skills as their child. He said they have also recently begun to
work with outside organizations such as the National Hispanic Institute. He advised,
“These organizations are tied directly to diversity initiatives and can be helpful in
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providing advice in recruiting these students.” In addition, seeing recruitment staff make
such partnerships “provides some autonomy from what a traditional recruiter might do.
Involving other campus partners is essential in building a connection with
students of Generation Z. Institution B’s participant described a rallying of the campus
community as one united front to achieve their enrollment goals. Each of the five
participants in this study mentioned the importance of involving faculty in their
communications and meetings with students. Generation Z students tend to want to hear
more from faculty than admission staff—who are sometimes perceived as salespersons.
All institutions interviewed in this study alluded to how they asked faculty to help them
recruit. This included setting up one-on-one meetings with potential students and faculty
during a campus tour or visit, having faculty present at enrollment and orientation events,
and giving potential students communications about academic department programs.
Institution D took things a step further by allowing faculty to opt out of teaching one less
course each year to free up time for them to go out to local high schools and recruit. For
example, a science professor might go speak to a high school science classroom about all
the science-related programs offered at the college.
At Institution E, admissions staff partnered with their faculty and academic
divisions to create graduate programs to help their college/university stay solvent. This
can also encourage students to complete their traditional undergraduate experience (18–
22-year-old students going for a bachelor’s degree) and follow that by moving on into
their master’s degree programs at that same location. This generates not only more longterm interest and incentive for a student but also increases revenue for a college.
Institution D has been taking things a step further by not only offering traditional style
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graduate programs students can continue their education with, but also creating what is
known as 4+1 dual credit pathways. Such pathways allow students to earn both their
undergraduate and graduate degrees with their institution within 5 years versus the more
traditional 6 years.
Partnering with a financial aid office on campus is also key. The participant from
Institution D recognized that members of her staff must increasingly take the time to
learn the financial aid process. As she put it, “Educating prospective students how
financial aid works has never been more important. Our recruitment team is having these
conversations more frequently today.” One strategy that has worked for them is holding
financial aid nights with small groups of students and their families. They have coffee
and talk through their financial aid packet with them. This would not be possible without
financial aid officers and admission staff coming together.
All participants mentioned collaborating with various academic and student
service departments across campus. “Other departments across campus can no longer
function in their individual silos,” said the recruitment professional from Institution B.
Including the student wellness center, the campus development/fundraising department,
the information technology team, athletic team staff, residence hall personnel, and others
in recruitment efforts will only further strengthen enrollment efforts with Generation Z.
All participants attested that having Generation Z build those connections has never been
more important.
Finally, the participant from Institution E urged the need for admission
professionals to communicate recruitment trends with members of higher levels of
administration more often. As he put it, admission professionals have the edge and can
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discover shifts more quickly since they are the “boots on the ground.” If the
administration is responsive, enrollment teams can potentially gain any new resources
necessary to keep up and be ahead of the ever-shifting recruitment process.
Theme 3: Communicating and Fostering Connections
With Prospective Generation Z Students
While the last couple sections stressed collaboration with partners internal and
external to campus, each participating institution would agree it is further salient to
identify how to best reach prospective Generation Z students. The findings have already
revealed one vital element is not only having the right recruitment staff, but also a diverse
one who can connect with Generation Z students. Now, it is important to share effective
and ineffective strategies from the study which encourage or discourage Generation Z
student enrollment at small private 4-year liberal arts institutions.
Generation Z is more likely to seek information about a college or university
sooner in their high school years than previous generations. As the participant from
Institution B alerted, “This current generation of students need us to communicate with
them before their senior year [of high school]. If you’re not recruiting before August of
senior year, you’re already behind. Be ahead of the game. Don’t be too late to the table.”
He also added, “Don’t take them for granted and think all you have to do is talk to them
once, and they will apply. You must invest in them long-term to make it happen.”
In the past, admission counselors could rely on campus visits, recruiting at area
high schools, traveling to college fairs across the region, and making phone calls to reach
enrollment goals. Since the late 1990s, email has also served as a great tool in these
efforts. Among enrollment professionals interviewed for this study, however, all agreed
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the admission counselor of today certainly cannot solely rely on conventional recruitment
techniques. The constantly evolving world of technology has largely interrupted those
functions. Regarding the overall recruitment of Generation Z, the participant from
Institution C said, “Things that used to work, no longer work with Gen Z.”
Merely picking up the phone and calling a prospect is out. “Gen Z is not likely to
answer the phone unless they know who is calling and why,” informed the representative
from Institution C. While texting is a way to reach them by phone, she has noticed a
reduction in the response rate from that form of communication. According to Institution
A, “Email is not Gen Z’s medium. They do not open emails as often [as the previous
generation]. Email will always be a tool but if you’re solely relying on it, you’re in deep
trouble.” The professional from Institution B added, “The traditional email style of
recruitment still works, but you can’t ignore the rising metaverse or anything else out
there that could be a potential place for you to communicate with them.”
This study affirmed, it is acceptable to proceed recruiting via email but while
keeping some attributes of Generation Z in mind. All institutions interviewed for this
study commented on the “tech-savvy” characteristics of Generation Z. A few even stated
just how much more in-tune these students are to what is an actual personal
communication and what is not. “They know what an auto-generated email from a CRM
looks like versus one that is personalized. This generation grew up with smart phones, so
they know the difference,” opined the interviewee from Institution E. The representative
from Institution C asserted, “They understand marketing. They’re able to identify mass
emails even if it has their name on it and are a little more discriminating with what they’ll
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open and respond to.” She added, “They know if they start searching Google, they are
going to get ads from what they searched.”
Automated email communications through a CRM are helpful, but you must be
sure to hone-in on what is truly important, according to the participant from Institution B.
One example this interviewee provided is when a student submits their application. He
says an immediate follow-up confirmation email that their application was received
informs the student right away the institution is in receipt of that application and
“transmits when they can expect a response.” Institution C reported on the importance of
“being more personal in communications versus mass-produced communication” with
Institution E’s participant adding how inundated Generation Z is with emails from
practically everywhere about everything. He says, “You have to listen to Gen Z. If
you’re constantly shouting and telling them who you are without allowing them to tell
you who they are, they are going to tune you out.”
Each of the participants in this study referenced how essential visual marketing
and communication has been in recruiting Generation Z. The importance of bolstering
their institution’s website has already been mentioned as an important step in reaching
prospective students and their families. Updating the website and maintaining a fresh and
attractive look is essential as this is one of the first places prospects and their families go
to find information on what an institution has to offer. Institution C’s representative
pointed out, “Keeping the website up to date is an everyday challenge,” and Institution D
echoed a similar sentiment. The website is also where students may first go to complete
an inquiry form in hopes of gathering more information. This completed inquiry form
may become the first notification an admission counselor has from a student.
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The recruitment professional from Institution C pointed out there are times the
first contact they have with a student is when they submit their application through the
college/university’s website. She says students will often do their own research via a
website and other platforms to know they want to apply without ever engaging a
recruitment professional. This is a trend she has noticed much more from Generation Z.
“They would rather fly under the radar and get the information on their own,” she
explained. Therefore, having a well-designed website can make a big difference. She
continued by advising Generation Z students are less likely to click on links in fear of
spam or a virus and because they are cognizant the institution becomes more alerted
about them as they continue clicking certain links.
If Generation Z is not first checking out an institution’s website or using their
phone or email to communicate with admission counselors, they are likely searching for
or stumbling upon an institution via various social media channels. Social media
platforms have become a chief way of communicating information about colleges and
universities to Generation Z. All participants agreed social media has been constantly
evolving. Just because Generation Z was primarily using TikTok, Snapchat, and/or
Instagram at the time of this study does not necessarily mean they will be using those
platforms in the foreseeable future. Instagram seems to already be on its way out with
Generation Z according to a few of the participants interviewed. All agreed Generation Z
does not use Facebook because it is the social media platform preference of their parents.
Most participants commented that TikTok usage has been on the rise. The
enrollment professional from Institution C noted, “Many other colleges are now on
TikTok, but we currently don’t have the staffing to be able to produce the kind of video
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content it calls for.” The participant from Institution A explained, “Other platforms like
Instagram are for the more serious and professional content.” He continued by reporting
they have yet to use TikTok to recruit, opining, “With TikTok, you must create content
that doesn’t look like you’re trying too hard. You need a dance or jokes and other lighter
content, unlocking the way the process is stressful to make it more fun.” However,
Institution E’s professional stated, “This generation can tell when something is
manufactured.”
Just as TikTok and most other social media platforms allow for the uploading of
video content, all participants mentioned the importance of producing quality videos in
hopes of reaching Generation Z students. Involving students already enrolled at the
institution and other campus partners in this effort is crucial. Institution C’s participant
encouraged the use of multiple technology channels to tell prospective students who you
are as a campus and how they might fit into that. She added, however, some such
channels are more personalized than others. Institution D created chat rooms for recently
admitted students through GroupMe, a mobile messaging phone app. This has helped
admitted incoming students get to know other students before they have made their final
decision on where to attend. This has allowed many individuals to make connections
even before arriving on campus.
Institution D has also been reaping the rewards of using a wide array of
instruments to reach students. In addition to showcasing local points of interest videos to
attract students, they have offered personalized virtual visits where an admission
counselor takes a student around campus and the local area via a Zoom call. This not
only gives a potential student a highly individualized experience but assists admission
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staff in recruiting students who live in a different state, region, or country. Institution D’s
participant noted, however, a lack of success from virtual college fairs as they are not
nearly as personalized and include so many additional colleges and universities. She has
noticed several prospects and their families enter a virtual room but there is little
communication. This was even the case during the COVID-19 pandemic when
prospective students could not visit in-person and had very few ways to learn about the
institution. Institution A’s participant warned, “In-person recruiting, which is the
backbone of traditional recruitment, is under attack right now with COVID. It’s more
difficult to make things personalized right now.”
The COVID pandemic and increasing impact of new technology has greatly
reduced in-person campus visits. This not only impacts students learning about campus
life and an overall campus community but also efforts of a recruitment team. Admission
counselors increasingly lack opportunities to get to know their applicants. Therefore,
counselors are experiencing a challenge in choosing students who will best fit their
campus culture. Institution A’s representative said considering admission application
video essays over written essays is one way to personalize the recruitment process both
for Generation Z students and a recruitment team.
A very common theme to highlight from this study is the strategy of
personalization in a recruitment experience with this generation of prospective students.
Smaller colleges can provide this more intimate experience. As the participant from
Institution B put it, “Personalization is very important to this generation. They thrive on
it.” All five participating enrollment professionals shared numerous ways to make the
recruitment process more personalized and specific to each particular incoming class
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year. Institution A has sent small tokens such as scarves, pins, or t-shirts that only one
incoming class will receive. Institutions C and E have personally delivered yard signs to
their admitted incoming students asking them to place them in front of their house and
take pictures for social media, including a hashtag.
All participants reported various ways they work to meet one-on-one with
students during their recruitment process. This includes meeting them at a coffee shop,
going to their home, or taking them out to lunch. Institution D’s participant argued these
ideas have been much more personalized and work better than trying to meet potential
students during their lunch break or study hall at their local high school. Meanwhile,
Institution C’s participant said this has been a shift for them in recent years in lieu of
bringing a student to campus for an overnight visit. The participant from Institution C
reported even before the COVID pandemic, it was becoming difficult to find students
already enrolled at the institution willing to host prospective students overnight. She
further explained, “A lot of Generation Z students are closer to their parents and less
independent than previous generations. The idea of spending the night on a college
campus is a more intimidating [for these students].” She continued, “Social anxiety is
more prevalent with Gen Z. Meeting strangers is more anxiety producing for some Gen
Z students.”
All participants noted at least some interpersonal skills issues with Generation Z.
Each participant, at one point during their respective interview, mentioned the importance
of “meeting the students where they are” when communicating with them. Institution
D’s participant noticed, “Sometimes with Gen Z, it’s a 3 for 1 deal. If the outgoing
student in a group [of friends] chooses us, their shy friends follow suit.” Institution E’s
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recruitment professional expressed, “The quality of Gen Z’s communication skills has
gone down in terms of in-person interaction because they are used to communicating
through technology. There is a bit of insecurity for them with in-person interactions.”
While these communication issues exist, and individualized recruitment has the
strongest impact, all participants stressed the importance of continuing to hold
recruitment events with groups. Participants from Institutions C and E further noted it
has been becoming more difficult to get students mingling with one another at their
admission events. According to the participant from Institution C, it is important to make
personal connections between prospective students and those students already attending
an institution when possible. “Current students are the most trusted authority,” she said.
Every recruitment professional spoke of creating group events that are as
personalized as possible. These include picnics, game nights, and other fun personable
events where students enrolled at an institution, faculty, and other campus staff come
together. “We try to work in more personal connections with our current students. This
helps with their anxiety and to see if our campus is a good fit for them,” said the
recruitment professional from Institution C. Institution E’s participant advised on the
value of “creating a safe place where they can connect with people and be themselves.”
When Institution B holds a group event, they try to welcome families and students by
reading passages anonymously from applicants’ personal statements. They work to tie
those statements to a famous person or alumnus of their university to show potential
students they (staff at an institution) are attentive to their (potential students’) dreams and
goals.
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Theme 4: The Parent/Guardian Factor
Research interviews clearly indicated an increasing vitality and influence modern
parents and guardians have on their child’s college choice. “Marketing to both students
and parents is resonating. We target the parents just as much as we do their kid. Parents
today help more in shaping the student’s future,” indicated the recruitment professional
from Institution B. As Institution E’s representative put it, “Parents are a huge
stakeholder today.” The participant from Institution B added, “Gen Z students are
buddies with their parents,” while Institution D’s participant implied, “Parents seem to be
more involved in the college search than even the students do.” All enrollment
professionals interviewed agreed families of prospective Generation Z students have an
impact on their recruitment strategies.
While phone calls and emails are not necessarily the best way to reach Generation
Z students, each participant indicated the use of phone calls and email communications
were important to successfully reach parents and guardians. Institution D’s representative
indicated they employed student interns to primarily handle auto-generated mailings and
other electronic or print communications. This freed up admission counselors to
personalize recruitment by calling or meeting with parents—who tend to be more
accessible. Each participant also indicated having a specific email marketing and
communication plan directed toward parents and guardians. Institution C’s participant
reported they have increased the number of emails to parents to keep them informed of
their child’s application status, recruitment events, and other deadlines. She informed
parents will step in to serve as an extra reminder for potential students.
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In addition, all participants interviewed mentioned they had a specific Facebook
group for parents and guardians. This helped recruitment teams reach parents via social
media. A Facebook page has also been a way for parents to connect with one another.
These connections help build a rapport and consensus about qualities a campus can
provide for their child. Some participants interviewed pointed out how parents of
students already attending an institution remain linked to their Facebook page and help
sell their university to parents of prospective students.
Just as personalizing recruitment is a buoyant way to recruit prospective
Generation Z students, the same is true for their parents and guardians. Each participant
spoke of constantly feeling the need to try new strategies to reach parents and guardians.
Institution A sends a letter from the vice-president and dean to parents of all admitted
students testifying about how he has been in their shoes before watching his own children
go off to college. He shares the process, challenges, and overall feelings he experienced
with hopes parents of prospective students will find his story relatable and personable.
The participant from Institution C says sending postcards, which have information
viewable to anyone who picks the card out of a mailbox, helps get parents involved in
their student’s application process. This is especially true regarding deadlines students
need to meet. She has also sent out letters of congratulations to parents when students
receive their admission letter listing resources directed at helping parents with their
child’s transition into college.
The participant from Institution B stated, “Parents ask different questions than
students.” At their on-campus recruitment events he says, “Students do their thing, and
then we have [campus] administrators and staff meet with the parents to address their
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concerns.” Most participants indicated value in holding separate sessions or events
targeted at parents and their concerns. This has enhanced the disbursement of
information and lines of communication among everyone involved in the process.
Parents and guardians can also serve as advocates for recruitment staff.
Institution A’s participant commented that Generation Z has been “slower to move” in
response to communications or deadlines. Institution D combats this by following one
simple but effective strategy. When they send a student an important email about their
application and/or a specific deadline, they follow-up a couple days later with a
communication to the parent or guardian asking if their child has received the email.
Many times, a parent has replied with a no but then asks their child about it, which then
generates action.
While all participants spoke of putting forth a strong effort in reaching parents to
increase traditional student enrollment, most said they were still looking for ways to
make their strategies more robust. As the participant from Institution C stated, “Over the
past 5 years, we’ve added more and more to our parent recruitment strategy but there is
always a feeling of needing to do more.” Institution D added, “Bringing in parents is
something we could do better on and are working to improve upon.”
Theme 5: The Impact of Cost and Financial Aid
All participants spoke of the considerable attention tuition cost has garnered,
particularly over the past couple generations. Each affirmed a consistent rise in tuition
costs. Private colleges such as the ones examined for this study lacked the advantage
large state colleges and universities have received from government funding and support.
Without this funding, tuition costs have been much higher at private institutions, creating
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competition among all colleges and universities nationwide. Each of the participants in
this study recruited for small private 4-year liberal arts institutions where costs of tuition
had become further challenging due to their enrollment size. With Generation Z collegeaged, the competitiveness among institutions broadened.
Each participant mentioned Generation Z students and their families have been
increasingly price conscious when it comes to college choice and tuition costs. The
interviewee from Institution D stated, “The money part is so crucial with this generation,”
while the interviewee from Institution C commented, “Gen Z is more money conscious
than Millennials were.” The latter attributed this in part to Generation Z growing up
during the Great Recession of 2008 and the chaos of the past couple of years with the
COVID-19 pandemic. She continued, “This generation doesn’t know if the economy will
improve and want to make a good investment for what they are paying. They don’t want
to get into too much debt. They’ve seen college prices rising their entire life.” This
interviewee also emphasized how she has noticed Generation Z students being more
concerned about cost than their parents; adding this generation is “more practical.”
Participants from Institutions A and C expressed concern over not getting
prospects into their inquiry pool because, in these times, they see their tuition costs first,
then turn away. The participant from Institution C commented, “Families won’t even
look at private colleges because they know the sticker price is too high. Meanwhile some
will equate a higher cost with a better college experience, but that’s not always the case.”
She questioned, “As college tuition charges soar and students become more price
sensitive, how long will it be sustainable”? There has been increasing pressure on
admission staff at these smaller institutions. Institution E’s recruitment professional said,
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“Admissions opens the deal financially and then closes it.” He continued, “There was a
shift in mindset around 2008-2011 during the Great Recession and the housing crisis
where the market woke up. Schools at the time didn’t negotiate [price] as much, but then
enrollments went down, and they had to start.” This participant later added, “The
consumer is more educated. It’s definitely a buyer’s market now.”
Attracting students while charging enough tuition to remain financially viable is a
battle of balance for most institutions who participated in this study. Institution E’s
representative commented, “In the past, the attitude was [going to] college involved
taking out loans and that’s just what you do, but today’s family’s more price conscious
and want a good return on investment.” With lower overall enrollment numbers expected
from Generation Z, the participant from Institution A added, “Generating revenue is a
challenge. Starting with a sticker price, then packaging a scholarship has impact on
institutional revenue stream in a big way.” Institution C’s participant advised setting
tuition cost takes a lot of strategy. They look to their local competition but realize they
cannot price themselves out of the market. They must also consider the bottom line by
“having enough revenue to pay college staff and keep the lights on.” Finding both
effective and ineffective strategies to overcome the issue of cost, while tending to the
needs of students, all while remaining solvent is challenging.
Each participant affirmed that providing scholarships through an institutional
endowment and/or the overall institutional revenue to offset high tuition cost continues to
be a common practice. From a marketing standpoint, some have lowered their tuition
rate while shifting scholarship amounts to better attract Generation Z students. All offer
an academic scholarship based on grades, test scores, and overall financial need.
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Institution B ensured no one ends up paying the full tuition price to attend their
university. They have worked to provide an optimal amount of aid while still producing
a desired size of an incoming class they hope to enroll. This practice is consistent with
most institutions that participated in this study. Regardless of this offset, the overall cost
is still a concern for most prospective students and their families. “The high price, high
discount game may make abundant sense to people in higher education but is opaque to
the families going through it for the first time. They are not going to stick around to hear
your value proposition,” explained the representative from Institution A. To help combat
the challenging financial scenarios incoming students face, each institution has attempted
a variety of strategies.
Creating incentives for prospects to apply by a certain deadline to earn a
scholarship also gets the attention of Generation Z. Institution A created an enrollment
yield strategy in which admitted students could earn an additional scholarship by creating
a short essay, song, or video about their institution. They received some outstanding
submissions which were encouraged to be posted on social media. This resulted in a winwin scenario; the act of publicizing an institution while fostering a further connection for
a prospective student with the institution.
The five participating institutions all reported they must work hard to secure an
individualized tuition and financial aid package with each admitted student. Partnering
closely with the campus financial aid office has been a successful strategy. Institution E
underscored teaming up with their financial aid office for “data analysis, projections, and
different scenarios” that helped drive goals for a recruitment season. He added, “You
can’t do it on your own.” The participant from Institution C said her team has worked to
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educate students about cost before they even apply by saying, “Yes, this is our tuition
cost, but we ask that you please stick with us through the application process to see what
scholarship and aid you might earn.” This institution has also spent time going through
the pros and cons of borrowing money to pay for college with prospective students and
their parents. Institution D has held coffee night events with small groups where they
review aid packages with students and parents. Taking the time to educate families about
cost and aid has further added to the personalized approach this institution strove to
provide. Even when a solution cannot be reached, a few institutions reported they have
encouraged those with affordability issues to attend a local community college first, then
transfer to them (a 4-year college) a year or two later to help offset overall cost.
Those with the highest academic achievement and overall financial need could
end up paying less than they would otherwise pay at a public institution; however, these
students also typically get competitive offers elsewhere. In recent years with Generation
Z, families have presented financial aid package offers from other colleges and
universities and asked their local institution to match it. The participant from Institution
E informed, “In prior generations, one wouldn’t have the audacity to even try to negotiate
cost—likely because they didn’t know they could or had a fear the college would revoke
the admission.” He felt this was further evidence the overall choosing of a college has
now become a buyer’s market. As a result, this puts an even further strain on an
enrollment team and institution from a financial viability standpoint.
Personalizing and selling the overall college experience is still, however, a viable
recruitment practice according to all participants. “Talking about your value and what
the investment in a small private college can offer in terms of outcomes to a student is a
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successful strategy,” according to the participant from Institution C. Long before
approaching the topic of cost, enrollment staff from Institution B speak to the value of the
college experience and campus life as a priority. In the past, enrollment staff would lead
initial discussions with tuition and finances but realized Generation Z needed to hear
things in a different way. The goal was to sell why a college was a great place to attend
before even broaching the subject of cost. In other words, their administrators instructed
their admission staff and partners across campus to start speaking a new language. The
focus became overall advantages of attending their institution. Campus-wide, everyone
joined in this effort to make cost an afterthought. This has been successful for Institution
B.
Institution A made a somewhat similar attempt with their admission acceptance
letters that was not successful. In 2018, they experimented with separating admission
letters from scholarship offers. Traditionally, their acceptance letter would explain the
acceptance message along with the scholarship amount received all in one notice. The
new idea of sending two letters was to let students first be excited about being admitted
(in the first letter), and therefore, give them that sense of accomplishment before
discussing price (to come in the second letter). However, when they separated the
acceptance letter and scholarship notice, they immediately started receiving calls from
parents about why their child did not receive a scholarship. The acceptance letter
explained this information would be forthcoming, but that part of the message must have
been misunderstood as it generated more problems than benefits. As a result, it made the
recruitment team feel “if it’s not monetized, it’s not an accomplishment.” The participant
went on to comment, “A highly selective institution can maybe do that, but we found we
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don’t have the market strength to generate the response we hoped for.” All institutions,
however, reported that selling the college experience on their campus will always be a
vital recruitment tool.
Theme 6: The Value of the Overall College Experience
Strategizing recruitment efforts around communicating in a way potential students
will understand is needed to gain the attention of Generation Z. As attested by all
participants in this study, however, tuition cost is the biggest hurdle enrollment
professionals at small private 4-year liberal arts institutions consistently face and work to
overcome. The final pitch to get Generation Z over the obstacle of cost is one counselors
have long been coached to tout—the value of the overall college experience on their
campus.
Every college campus, whether large or small, private or public, has a special
history, quality, and uniqueness unlike any of the rest. This uniqueness or culture may
influence a student’s choice to enroll. Each participant in this study, however, indicated
such nuances must go further for Generation Z. Institution C has gone beyond selling
“the college experience” by selling a student’s “overall investment and outcomes.”
Institution D has worked to be proactive in answering the question a Generation Z student
commonly asks: What am I getting at a small private liberal arts college that I wouldn’t
get at a more cost-effective large state university?
This study found each institution has approached selling their value in similar
ways. These similar propositions speak to attributes of Generation Z. The participant
from Institution A opined, “Many things are part of the quintessential college experience.
You must create an environment where students will be kept interested and engaged.”
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The representative from Institution B urged, make them feel they “can’t imagine going
anywhere else” by personalizing the college experience on their campus as much as
possible. Finally, Institution E’s recruitment professional stressed Generation Z’s “desire
of interpersonal connection” and creation of a “safe place where they can connect with
people and be themselves.” He continued, “The traditional undergraduate student needs
that energy and welcome feeling.”
Creating a comfortable campus life in the form of housing, facilities, and other
amenities helps create that “welcome feeling.” All institutions reported keeping their
facilities and technology updated as much as possible to attract students. Institution E
had recently built a new fitness center, while all participants mentioned stronger internet
bandwidth and use of new technologies in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and the
overall expectations of Generation Z.
Institutions C and D upgraded their residence halls to encourage living on campus
for Generation Z students who might otherwise, as the participant from Institution C put
it, “prefer living with their parents to save money and be more in their comfort zone.”
She has noticed more commuter students since around the time Generation Z became
college-aged. Additionally, this participant acknowledged a shift in who wanted students
to live on campus. At the time of this study, parents encouraged their children to live on
campus to experience independence. In prior generations, it was the student who had to
convince their parents living on campus was best for them.
Institution D’s participant indicated “flashy buildings” may instill the opposite
response with Generation Z, considering the cost factor. She felt if parents see a new
facility being built, they are going to think, “This is going to cost me.” The participant
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from Institution B explained, “Yes, we keep our buildings up to date, but still create
programs on campus that attract students regardless of how facilities look.” Institution
E’s recruitment professional recognized a new building is nice but opined, “The impact
now seems to be more on if they can get a faculty member to chat with them for 15
minutes.” He noticed with Generation Z, admission staff must help students find who
they can connect with and “how that is facilitated by the advising, faculty connections,
and access to people.” He concluded, “While [Generation Z] struggles with interpersonal
skills, they are more focused on that having value than prior generations who were more
concerned with the prestige factors [of the institution].”
All institutions spoke of their enhancement of student services to target
enrollment of Generation Z students. In recent years leading up to this study,
enhancement of student services has increasingly been the addition of student support in
the form of career preparation, experiential learning, and mental health services. Every
institution in the study highlighted the importance of these three services for Generation
Z. The personal touch a small private 4-year liberal arts college or university can provide
in these areas is a strategy enrollment professionals lean on to sell the college experience
to prospective Generation Z students.
All institutions in this study emphasized strengthening their academic offerings
and generating career prospects to provide a greater return on investment for their
students. Institution B has helped their students acquire jobs on their campus. They have
created enough meaningful, leadership-building jobs for students who want them.
Institution C touts their connections to local industry and alumnus job placement rates to
prospective students. They have been increasingly creating experiential learning and
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internship opportunities for students who enroll that are already built into their intended
major program. As this participant from Institution C pointed out, “These students want
to know if they are going to be able to find a job at the end of it.”
Findings of this study further accentuated attributes of Generation Z discovered in
the review of relevant literature on this topic; primarily, the stressors Generation Z has
faced. As Institution D’s interviewee concurred, “Mental health is a resource we are
really focused on now. This was not so much at the forefront or talked about until
Generation Z and is something Generation Z really cares about.” In addition, the
participant from Institution A acknowledged:
Gen Z is more open to talking about mental health issues than prior generations.
Parents ask about mental wellness and counseling services. There is a correlating
expectation now for colleges to provide a lot more services on the counseling
front than they are equipped to provide. It’s not a realistic expectation that
colleges provide a whole suite of psychological counseling services. The kind of
specialists families are expecting may stem from how much they are being asked
to pay in tuition. They want more if they are going to pay more.
Confirmed by all participants, addressing mental health and wellness has been more
prevalent on each campus involved in this study at the time of this research.
Findings of this study indicated a need to embark on new ways of communicating
the college experience with Generation Z. A personal touch is key, just as it has always
been effective in recruitment strategy. Participants in this study, however, relayed a
feeling of adjusting approaches beyond what was expected with prior generations. Most
participants interviewed prescribed to not take prospective students for granted.
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Furthermore, participants encouraged meeting potential students “where they are at,”—
investing time, and being empathetic and authentic. One ineffective recruitment strategy
stressed by the participant from Institution A was being “too rigid or too prescriptive.”
He added, “Don’t put them in a category” and “don’t tell them what to do unless it is
telling them to take care of themselves.”
Summary
Artifact II outlined the methods of research utilized in this study and reported
results of the data analysis. A review and discussion of the problem statement, research
design, participants, environment, and data collection and analysis outlined the specifics
of how the study was conducted and who participated. A constructivist grounded theory
approach was used to develop data collection procedures for interview questions and
guidelines for study participants.
Proper use of the methodology outlined here generated overall results of the study
in the form of six emergent themes: building marketing partner and other external
relationships, acquiring internal partners to relate to Generation Z, communicating and
fostering connections with prospective Generation Z students, the parent/guardian factor,
the impact of cost and financial aid, and the value of the overall college experience.
Next, in Artifact III, a solution to the problem of practice is introduced with the aim of
communicating the findings in a way that can be used to support small private 4-year
liberal arts institutions going forward.
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CHAPTER III
ARTIFACT III: IMPLEMENTATION OF SOLUTION
Overview of Informational Videos
The goal of this study was to discover, and then communicate, effective and
ineffective strategies any struggling small private liberal arts college or university can use
to recruit Generation Z students during an expected period of declining enrollments over
the course of the next decade starting at around the time of this study. To address this
problem of practice, the researcher produced a series of videos that connect the research
and the findings of this study. Links to this series of videos are listed in this artifact.
The intended audience of this series of videos includes higher education
professionals, primarily practitioners from small private liberal arts colleges and
universities. A video format was chosen to further encourage the use of technology to
communicate with Generation Z individuals, an effective strategy identified in this study.
Furthermore, a series of informational videos not only provides an easily accessible and
efficient way to discover this information, but also a visual way to quickly communicate
the results of this timely problem of practice.
Following the correct viewing order of this series of videos is important. The
findings of this study indicate a suggested sequence of steps to follow best suited to help
sustain struggling small private liberal arts institutions. The steps build upon one
another; each step establishes a foundation for the next step in the sequence. Enrollment
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professionals at small private liberal arts institutions will want to evaluate where they
stand at the end of each video before moving on to the next video in the series.
For example, to benefit most from the suggested strategies outlined in the final
video, it is recommended the institution establish what is recommended in the preceding
video topics. With the progression of each video, viewers will learn of both effective and
ineffective ways to recruit Generation Z students to their institutions as the higher
education community faces declining enrollments - both at the time of this study and in
the near future relative in time to the time of this study. Each link below directs readers
to a YouTube channel created by the researcher:
Links to Informational Videos
Video links underscored below in blue text are followed in parentheses by a
corresponding appendix featuring a transcript of that video. If you have any trouble
accessing a link, please contact Shawn Adkins at shawnadkins1@yahoo.com,
Video 1:

Introduction and Overview of Problem of Practice (Appendix D)

Video 2:

Building Marketing Partner and Other External Relationships (Appendix E)

Video 3:

Acquiring Internal Partners to Relate to Generation Z (Appendix F)

Video 4:

Communicating and Fostering Connections with Prospective Generation Z
Students (Appendix G)

Video 5:

The Parent/Guardian Factor (Appendix H)

Video 6:

The Impact of Cost and Financial Aid (Appendix I)

Video 7:

The Value of the Overall College Experience (Appendix J)

Video 8:

Concluding Remarks (Appendix K)
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CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSIONS
The goal of this study was to discover, and then communicate, effective and
ineffective strategies any struggling small private liberal arts college or university can use
to recruit Generation Z students during an expected period of declining enrollments over
the course of the next decade starting at around the time of this study. The preceding
artifacts outlined the problem of practice, its overall significance, a review of relevant
literature related to the problem, a proposed research path to address the problem,
findings resulting from that research, and a series of videos focused on implementing a
solution to the problem. This chapter explains concluding rationale and reflections.
The study called for, and produced, in-depth qualitative research and analysis in
the form of interviews with senior enrollment professionals from five different small
(under 2500 students), private, 4-year liberal arts institutions. Each interview discussed
which recruitment strategies worked and which did not. For recruitment professionals
from small private liberal arts colleges/universities at the time of this study and into the
near future, it is essential to gain insight on how to move forward during a projected
period of declining enrollment. The desired outcome of reviewing and reflecting the
results in this manner is to help alleviate or dissolve this problem of practice. The
following conclusions drawn from this study aim to do that.
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Discussion
First, it is vital for small private liberal arts institutions to understand Generation
Z represents a complete break from what was known and assumed in the past. This is a
break that has, and will continue to have, big implications for all colleges and
universities. The change from the Millennial generation to Generation Z is one of the
most pronounced in history (Selingo, 2018). To ensure success going forward,
enrollment professionals will need to understand how best to communicate with this
generation. The participant from Institution C affirmed this when she stated,
“Communication preference has changed with Generation Z. Strategies that worked in
2013, no longer work.”
Data collected in this study showed recruitment must start earlier than in prior
generations. Struggling small private liberal arts colleges and universities, already at a
disadvantage because of their cost, will need to start as early as possible before
prospective students are attracted by larger, more cost-effective options like state colleges
and universities. As the participant from Institution B communicated, “A long-term
approach that begins well before they apply that is multifaceted, multi-touch, multipronged, and very personalized—will be necessary” to recruit this generation.
What will complicate recruitment strategy further is having to acknowledge and
put forth effort to understand the different attributes Generation Z individuals possess
over prior generations. As all five institutions involved in this study attested to, it will
take a great deal of personalization and targeting of Generation Z as individuals. College
recruiters and enrollment professionals nationwide will need to adjust and learn how to
speak to this generation in a way they will understand and respond to.
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According to Seemiller and Grace (2017), adjusting for the influence technology
has had on Generation Z and addressing the short attention span Gen Z individuals appear
to possess are just some of the attributes college recruiters must reconcile themselves to.
These and other traits will impact communicating and recruiting this generation. To
sustain viability during a time of expected declining enrollment, small private liberal arts
colleges and universities will need to enhance their technology.
First and foremost, technology within enrollment offices will need to be upgraded
to meet the expectation of efficiency Generation Z students will have when exposed to
recruitment efforts. Phone calls, auto-generated emails, and the run-of-the-mill traveling
to local high schools and college fairs is no longer enough. Texting, virtual campus
tours, informational videos, a highly visual website, and communications with a personal
touch through use of modern technology is the way forward. If not doing these things
already, small institutions will need to find a contemporary way to market and rebrand
their image—not only to reach this generation from a general sense, but to also meet their
expectations in how they desire to be recruited.
Small private liberal arts institutions will need to hire vendors, management
groups, and marketing companies to help them. Due to cases of existing solvency issues,
many small colleges will not be able to afford the necessary consultants, marketing
professionals, and other external enrollment building partners. The participant from
Institution B echoed this sentiment. Furthermore, to carry out typical recommendations
from partners, some small institutions may struggle purchasing upgraded customer
service management (CRM) systems and other new technology needed to recruit more
efficiently and keep up with the needs of the times; at least not in the proposed way this
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generation prefers. Becoming experts on social media and the latest content trends
involved with that medium will not necessarily be a substitute for up-to-date software and
technology. Regardless, social media knowledge and functionality is a must-need for
recruitment strategizing and overall competition in the education market. Generation Z is
not only looking for social media expertise in recruiters but expects it. Some institutions
will fall short because they lack the funding and/or leadership to address this problem.
Communicating with internal campus partners and administration leaders about
such needs is vital. This needs to include faculty to not only help sell needed academic
programs offered but to build strong personal relationships that will attract prospective
Generation Z students. Participants from Institutions B, C, and D specifically spoke
about the importance of teaming with administrators. Institution B had an agreement
among campus leaders that all ideas should be heard. If some on campus partners had no
ideas to share, everyone agreed no feelings will be hurt.
The participant from Institution D remarked on the significance of having a
college president who was forward-thinking; especially when it involved technology and
campus operations. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, their president made it the
mission of their institution to provide students with the “best virtual experience” knowing
it would serve as a great recruitment tool if their institution became known as a “great
option for online learning.” As a result, that institution saw an increase in transfer
student enrollments from places that lacked online efforts during the pandemic. Having
innovative, forward-thinking enrollment leaders and administration leaders will be vital
for small private liberal arts institutions over the next decade and into the future.
Otherwise, a failure to act or innovate may lead to further declining enrollment, solvency
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issues, or even closure for any given institution. The participant from Institution E
attested Generation Z knows how to use the latest technology before an institution does
and he expected that to be a challenge—for administrators to keep up with their students
in understanding technology.
Also on the technology front, small private liberal arts institutions will need to
meet Generation Z’s technology needs from a student services standpoint. According to
Cilliers (2017), Generation Z has an exposure to technology unlike any generation prior
and notes 100% of students feel they know more about technology than their educators.
This will mean increasing internet speed and bandwidth as well as technology in
classrooms. When possible, facilities for academic programs or experiential learning will
need to have the most up-to-date learning technology. As highlighted in the review of
relevant literature, Generation Z is known as the first real native digital generation
(Lanier, 2017). These students seek less lecture-type learning, and more interactive and
tactile learning. The participant from Institution A affirmed this when he advised the
researcher Generation Z students need to have tactile experiences, visual feedback, and a
leveraging of what is virtual to blend with what is real.
As evidenced in the data, parents are increasingly becoming more involved in the
college process. According to Tugend (2021), parents see themselves as consumers and
question the value of a college education. College leaders today are working to make
parents partners in the process as they worry about students appearing to lack
independence (Tugend, 2021). Small private liberal arts colleges and universities can
address this by enhancing their communication efforts with parents. With their small
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size, which enables a more intimate and personalized experience, these institutions can
implement this call to action without breaking the bank.
It is also important admission staff communicate to students and their families the
value of their institution beyond just dollars and cents since they are concerned about
breaking their own bank. While this study evidenced the challenges faced regarding
tuition cost and financial aid, it also stressed the value of a small, more personalized
campus with vast opportunities not always achievable at larger institutions. As Docking
(2015) articulated, “sticker shock” is real and compounded by current economic realities;
however, private colleges do not inform families enough about the number and amount of
scholarships available. Going forward, small private liberal arts colleges must partner
with their financial aid offices and take on this challenge; one that will also not break the
bank of the institution.
Finally, providing adequate student services to more personalize the campus
experience and meet the needs of Generation Z can help combat cost issues. Ensuring
diversity and inclusion through the employment of diverse faculty and staff will further
express a welcoming and inclusive tone with this generation. According to Seemiller and
Grace (2017), it is certain Generation Z’s beliefs about diversity and social justice are
influenced by their exposure to a wide range of people different from them. This is a
very open-minded generation who accepts uniqueness. Each of the participating
institutions in this study stressed the importance of meeting these students where they are
and building personal relationships. To meet this goal, a diverse staff from a variety of
backgrounds will be necessary to indeed “meet them where they are.”
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Representing the most diverse generation in our history, a Generation Z student
has just as diverse an array of needs. Selingo (2018) warned many student service and
campus amenity needs at the time of this study were designed for Millennials, not for the
needs of Generation Z. “This generation is emerging with different concerns, different
ambitions, that when coupled with demographic changes in the country, is significant for
how we plan for the future” (Selingo, 2018, p. 16-17). These needs include, but are not
limited to, mental health services and career development guidance. This will mean
increasing mental health counseling staff, career and experiential learning staff, and the
addition of more graduate and online program options. More than ever before, this
generation of students and their families need to feel they will receive a good return on
their investment.
The five participants interviewed in this study all confirmed an increased desire of
students to use student service areas. The best place for future Generation Z students to
experience such services is in the personalized, intimate setting only a small private
liberal arts institution can provide. If marketed and priced properly, small private liberal
arts colleges can offer a 4+1 program where a student earns an undergraduate and
graduate degree in a shorter time span at a great cost. Such services can help sell the
overall college experience and provide career preparation and educational outcomes these
students so desire and expect. As an aside, such program building can potentially
encourage more partnerships with local community colleges. Such relationships can
encourage long-term cost-savings for families and attract more transfer students to a
small 4-year private liberal arts institution. Planning and preparing now will serve
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institutions well for the impending large decrease in college-aged students anticipated to
begin around the year 2025.
Reflections and Contributions to Professional Practice
As a result of this research, solutions and conclusions can be drawn and outlined
for the approximately 200 small private 4-year liberal arts colleges and universities across
the United States. These institutions face challenges that arise in the recruitment of
Generation Z. At the time of this study, this problem was further exacerbated by
declining enrollment. Many institutions were struggling financially, some even closing.
Small private liberal arts institutions have been a cornerstone of higher education.
Without these small institutions, students who need the intimacy and personal attention a
small college provides would be missing.
Higher education professionals need to understand what students from Generation
Z expect when making their college choices and help attract those best suited for an
education at a small college to those institutions. Small private liberal arts institutions are
struggling due to the evolving financial landscape of higher education and the needs and
desires of Generation Z. The way forward is a complex one; however, a few adjustments
in approach can help recruitment professionals navigate the challenge.
To start, new ideas to address the problems of tuition cost, scholarship
distribution, and outside competition from large state institutions and community colleges
is vital. Reaching out to internal and external partners to generate ideas is one way
forward. Perhaps small private liberal arts colleges and universities can heed the counsel
of Institution D. Each month, that institution’s admission staff has taken a full half day to
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regroup and reflect together on their strategies. At the conclusion of each gathering, they
have created a plan forward for the upcoming month.
Another idea for personalizing a student’s college experience has been to meet
students and parents where they are (physically and emotionally) and personalize their
experience as much as possible. Remember, Generation Z is different from prior ones;
even vastly unlike the Millennial generation just before them. Staying apprised of and
understanding these significant differences, as detailed in the literature and further
highlighted in this study, will ensure recruitment success. The enrollment professional
from Institution A provided sage advice stating the significant impact empathy and
authenticity has had on Generation Z while leaving “tough love” out of the equation.
The findings and conclusions of this study may serve to contribute to the daily
practice of recruitment professionals at small private liberal arts colleges and universities
across the United States. There is much to unravel and a variety of independent
challenges to consider. The findings of this study, however, provide a diversification of
scenarios and strategies to consider as the recruitment profession continues to evolve and
face hurdles at an expeditious pace throughout an anticipated volatile decade of
decreasing enrollment. As recruitment professionals review findings of this study, they
can combat the problems of practice and identify situations to avoid. The hope of this
study was to generate guidance and ignite conversations in the higher education
community about small private 4-year liberal arts institutions and the problem of
declining enrollments.
Going forward, as recruitment professionals at these small institutions
communicate with their student and parent consumers, they need to consider Kahneman’s
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prospect and framing theory as outlined in Artifact I. These behavioral economic
theories identify how the choice of a college is made by a prospective student and their
family. The prospect theory, according to Kahneman (2003), described how families
decide between alternatives that involve risk and uncertainty, and the framing theory
described where a family’s choice is influenced by how admission staff frame or present
information. Namely, for this particular study, information framed or presented
included, but were not limited to, influences such as tuition cost, career preparation,
availability of student services, and foreseen overall campus life satisfaction. Small
private liberal arts colleges and universities would appear to have the advantage here as
Generation Z is looking for a more personalized, career-preparatory experience.
Suggestions for Further Inquiry
For this study, five institutions with traditional student enrollment of less than
2500 participated in extensive interviews. Geographically, these five institutions
represented three of the four regions of the United States: The South, the Midwest, and
the Northeast. The West region was not represented, but there was no striking indication
in the data it would have altered the primary outcomes of this study.
One limitation in this study that could suggest further inquiry is the fact only a
handful of such institutions were interviewed. The possibility of interviewing additional
recruitment professionals from small private liberal arts institutions should be explored.
Studying more institutions could produce additional context and insight on effective and
ineffective Generation Z recruitment strategies.
Additionally, none of the small private liberal arts institutions interviewed for this
study were facing closure, but similar institutions facing closure did exist at the time of
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this study. A study focused on recently closed small private liberal arts colleges and
universities would provide an additional frame of reference on this problem. A full
analysis on why these institutions closed would help identify additional ineffective
recruitment strategies that may have led directly to closures. This research would help
small private liberal arts institutions further identify practices to avoid and ways they
could stay solvent.
Finally, both the researcher and participating institutions in this study recommend
further research be conducted to help support small private liberal arts colleges and
universities. One participating institution suggested a study on scholarships and how
they are financed, calculated, and distributed. Meanwhile, another felt more research was
needed on private liberal arts institutions and tuition costs. Each study would be
dependent on research and theories already collected from other scholars regarding
college admissions, enrollment, and the impact of Generation Z.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A
Interview Outline and Questions for Participants
Step One: Introduce yourself and affirm why you are conducting this interview and why
you asked for their participation. Remind them this interview will be audio
recorded. Remind them of confidentiality and ensure their name will not be used
nor will the name of their employer/institution. Inform them where you are
located – (i.e. a private location whether it be at home or office with the door
closed, etc.).
Step Two: Introductory General Questions:
What is your profession?
How many undergraduates at your institution?
Can you affirm your institution is a private, liberal arts college?
Step Three: Primary Interview Questions:
1) Describe initiatives/plans you have attempted recently or in the past regarding
recruitment of Generation Z students that did not work? Please tell me about the
ones that did work. Remind the interviewee that Generation Z became collegeaged in 2015.
2) Going forward, what are the highlights of your strategy to recruit Generation Z
students?
3) What steps are you taking to communicate with parents about their child's college
choice?
4) How has technology impacted your recruitment efforts? - Both as a tool to recruit
– as well as what you offer on your campus in the form of new technology to
attract students to your institution.
5) Does your tuition cost and availability of financial aid impact how you recruit
Generation Z students? Explain.
6) Do the facilities and amenities you can offer Generation Z students on/near your
campus have an impact on your recruitment efforts? (Note: amenities = sports,
clubs, careers services/internships, experiential learning, local entertainment,
etc.).
Explain the feedback you get from parents/students about this and how it may
make recruitment efforts simpler or more difficult.
7) Concluding questions (if not addressed above): Overall what has been most
effective? What has been ineffective?
Thank you for answering these questions. Any additional feedback or comments?
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Appendix B
Email Sent as Invitation to Participate in the Research Study
Dear

:

You are receiving this email inviting you to participate in a research study being
conducted for a Doctor of Education (Ed.D) program at the University of North Dakota.
Your institution’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) has granted permission to contact
you to see if you are willing toparticipate. The main investigators of the study are Dr.
Jared Schlenker (dissertation chair/co- principal investigator) and Shawn Adkins (Ed.D
candidate/dissertation student/co-principal investigator). You were chosen to participate
in the study because you are currently an enrollment/admission professional at a small,
private liberal arts higher education institution with an undergraduate enrollment of less
than 2500 students. Approximately five participants will be invited to participate in this
study. Participation should require about 60 minutes of your time. The interview will be
conducted via Zoom. An audio recording of the interview will be obtained on a Sony
digital recorder for the researcher’s notetaking. This recording will not be shared with
anyone else. Your name and the name of your institution will be kept confidential.
Participation is entirely voluntary; you may choose not to participate or withdraw from
the study at any time without consequences. Should you decide to participate, a $10
virtual gift card from a vendor of your choosing will be sent to you following the interview.
Please let me know if you have any questions. I look forward to hearing from you. If you
wish to proceed or decline now, please indicate below and send your reply.

o I wish to participate (1)
o I do not wish to participate (2)
If you decide to participate, a formal consent form will be emailed to you to review
and sign should you agree to the terms of that consent form.
Sincerely,
Shawn Adkins, Ed.S
University of North Dakota, Ed.D Student
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Appendix C
Consent to Participate in Research
Project Title:

The Z Factor: Generation Z and Admission Professional Perspectives on
Retaining Small, Private Liberal Arts Institutions During a Decade of
Expected Decline in Higher Education Enrollment

Principal Investigator:
Phone/Email Address:
Department:

Shawn Adkins
shawn.adkins@und.edu
Education and Human Development

Research Advisor:
Phone/Email Address:

Dr. Jared Schlenker
(701) 777-3584 / jared.schlenker@und.edu

What should I know about this research?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Someone will explain this research to you.
Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether you take part is up to you.
If you don’t take part, it won’t be held against you.
You can take part now and later drop out, and it won’t be held against you.
If you don’t understand, ask questions.
Ask all the questions you want before you decide.

How long will I be in this research?
We expect that taking part in this research will take one to two days. There will be an
initial, broad interview that will last no more than 60-75 minutes. There may or may not
be a follow-up interview on a separate day approximately 3-4 weeks later that will last no
more than 30-45 minutes. The follow-up interview would be to gain clarification on the
data collected in the first interview, if needed, with the possibility of a few follow-up
questions.

Why is this research being done?
The purpose of this research is to discover both effective and ineffective strategies used
to attract today’s college student (Generation Z) to small, private liberal arts institutions
in an effort to discover how they can remain viable over the next decade as the number of
high school students declines. One Office of Admission/Enrollment professional from
five different such institutions will be interviewed. The goal is to share findings with the
higher education community in an effort to provide leadership with a way forward that
can help these institutions remain viable during these challenging times.

Date: ________
Subject Initials: ________
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What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research?
If you decide to take part in this research study, you will be asked to meet with the
researcher via Zoom to conduct an interview. The questions will center around
recruitment efforts with Generation Z during a time when enrollment of high school
students is in decline. This decline is predicted to occur through 2030. The researcher
may follow-up with additional questions which may require another meeting. The
researcher will audio record each interview. The researcher also promises to keep your
name and institution name anonymous for the study. Prior to the interview meeting, you
will be asked to review and sign this form.

Could being in this research hurt me?
There are no foreseeable risks to participating.

Will being in this research benefit me?
The most important benefits that you may expect from taking part in this research include
knowing the information you provide the researcher may be shared to help strengthen the
field of education. It is also possible that knowledge gained from the research may
benefit higher education institutions in the future.

How many people will participate in this research?
Five Admission/Enrollment professionals from a variety of small, private liberal arts
institutions will take part in this study.

Will it cost me money to take part in this research?
You will not incur any cost for being in this research study.

Will I be paid for taking part in this research?
Your time and attention are greatly appreciated. To show appreciation for participation
and time, each participant will be offered at $10 virtual gift card.

Who is funding this research?
The University of North Dakota and the research team are receiving no payments from
other agencies, organizations, or companies to conduct this research study.

Date: ________
Subject Initials: ________
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What happens to information collected for this research?
Your private information may be shared with individuals and organizations that conduct
or watch over this research, including:
• The Institutional Review Board that reviewed this research, and
• Dissertation Chairperson, Dr. Jared Schlenker.
We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other
identifying information confidential. We protect your information from disclosure to
others to the extent required by law. We cannot promise complete secrecy.
Data collected in this research will not be used or distributed for future research studies,
even if identifiers are removed.
The audio recording of in the interview will be used for educational purposes and only
shared between the student interviewer and the participant interviewee. You have the
right to review the audio recording if you wish. The recording(s) will be stored for three
years after the study has ended and all data have been analyzed.
Since Zoom will be used for the interview(s), please note that although every reasonable
effort will be taken, confidentiality during actual Internet communication procedures
cannot be guaranteed. Your confidentiality will be kept to the degree permitted by the
technology being used.

What if I agree to be in the research and then change my mind?
If you decide to leave the study early, we ask that you contact the Principal Investigator
to withdraw from the research.

Who can answer my questions about this research?
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you or
made you sick, talk to the research team at the phone number listed above on the first
page. This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). An
IRB is a group of people who perform independent review of research studies. You may
talk to them at 701.777.4279 or UND.irb@UND.edu if:
•
•
•
•
•
•

You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the
research team.
You are not getting answers from the research team.
You cannot reach the research team.
You want to talk to someone else about the research.
You have questions about your rights as a research subject.
You may also visit the UND IRB website for more information about being a
research subject: http://und.edu/research/resources/human-subjects/researchparticipants.html
Date: ________
Subject Initials: ________
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Your signature documents your consent to take part in this study. You will receive a
copy of this form.
Subject’s Name:

Signature of Subject

Date

I have discussed the above points with the subject or, where appropriate, with the
subject’s legally authorized representative.

Signature of Person Who Obtained Consent

Date

Date: ________
Subject Initials: ________
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Appendix D
Transcript of Artifact III Video #1
Introduction and Overview of the Problem of Practice
Hello. My name is Shawn Adkins, and this is the implementation of solution
presentation for my dissertation in practice regarding Generation Z and the Perspectives
of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal Arts Institutions. This
will be a series of videos, a total of eight that will be uploaded into this YouTube
channel, and we’ll be going through various themes on how this problem of practice can
be solved.
This first video is the introduction and overview of the problem of practice. So,
the problem of practice is that small private liberal arts institutions are struggling and/or
closing at an increasing rate, and these videos and this study is geared to help those in the
higher education community be not only aware of the problem of practice, but how to
solve it.
So, what is causing this recent trend? First, the number of college-age students
will decline over the next decade. There is an increased competitive nature to higher
education with increasing tuition rates. This especially becomes the case at small private
liberal arts colleges because they lack state federal funding, unlike large public
institutions and depend heavily on their tuition dollars and their endowment. And this
decreased enrollment that is expected to come in the next few years over the course of the
next decade, at this time with this generation, causes an increased tuition in order for the
small private liberal arts colleges to stay solvent. Small institutions have smaller
endowments than larger public ones, in general, especially the smaller they are, they
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typically have a smaller endowment. Again, this varies, but that's a typical known point
of interest regarding this study.
And finally, the characteristics of current college aged students, which is
Generation Z. And, I do want to go over what those characteristics and attributes are.
But first, I would like to show some supporting facts as to why this is a problem in higher
education. First, it is projected the number of college age students will decline 15% after
the year 2025. This will have an impact on the already struggling small private liberal
arts institutions, and this will continue after 2025. Ten states will have at least 20% fewer
high school graduates in the pipeline by 2030. One prediction is that 10% of private
liberal arts colleges in the United States will likely close in the next 5 years.
Also, higher tuition rates of small private colleges impact student choice when
Federal Pell Grant eligibility has been shown to affect college enrollment as it helps
reduce the cost of burden on students. So, that will also be a factor. Not only just loans
or grants, but scholarships in general, have a play here as well. We'll go through that
through the series of videos and the results of the study. Finally, in 2011, 150 private
institutions failed the federal financial responsibility audit. And, that is still a problem
even as, will be a problem or continue to be a problem, as enrollments continue to decline
with a lower number of college-age students in the second half of this decade.
So, who is Generation Z? They are born between 1997 and 2012. They became
college-aged in 2015 and will continue enrolling in higher-education institutions through
around the year 2034. They are enrolling in higher education during this critical time of
decline in the number of high-school graduates. They grew up in a world full of
technology and give more voice to social issues. They are concerned about the cost of
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college and believe, but believe, that college is crucial to starting a career. They seek
employment that is meaningful and helps them connect with their passion. They are also
more diverse than any prior generation served by American higher education.
Reviewing the literature, three highlighted points of interest came out of
reviewing the existing literature on this topic. First, economic considerations and
Generation Z. They are the children of the Great Recession of 2008. They lived through
great economic challenges with their families and wages have not been increasing for
these families over the last several years. There is an impact of rising tuition costs in
higher ed just in general, especially at private liberal arts institutions, because again, they
are not government funded, like large public universities are, and largely rely on their
endowment and their tuition dollars.
Attributes and desires of Generation Z were also pulled out of the literature
because that does have an impact on how we recruit this generation. They are technology
centered students. They are motivated by relationships, passion, and advocacy and not by
money. They're more socially liberal but more conservative financially. They're more
self-directed learners. There's that technology piece coming in, but they'd like less
lecture, more interaction.
And then finally, the third major highlight of reviewing the literature is the
recruitment strategy that a lot of colleges direct at this time, especially given small
private liberal arts institutions that was the focus of the review. They have . . . small
private liberal arts colleges are known to have great graduation rates and lower attrition
rates. Student life at small private liberal arts colleges, in general, across the country
when college choices as being considered, students look at program offerings, their
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diversity, equity, and inclusion factors, the class size, because these students really like
that interaction, and they like less lecture. And then finally, campus activities and
amenities are also something that students of this generation, and really most generations
in recent history, have looked at what the campus has to offer in amenities and activities.
Whether it be high-tech or whether it be certain clubs, organizations, whether they're
looking for certain other types of ways to attract them to the, to these campuses. Whether
they be large or small.
And finally, the consideration of the entire family is becoming more and more of
a recruitment strategy, especially with Generation Z, they are very close to their parents
compared to prior generations. So really going for the recruitment strategy does need to
include the consideration of the entire family, not just the student. This study focused on
three primary research questions. The first being, "What strategies used by small private
liberal arts institutions to attract Generation Z students are perceived as effective?" The
second question, "What strategies used by small private liberal arts institutions to attract
Generation Z students are perceived as ineffective?" And three, "How can the
information about the strategies used to attract Generation Z students be used to support
small private liberal arts institutions?"
The methodology in the actual study of the qualitative interviews was as follows.
Five participants were involved in the study. They are five recruitment professionals
from five different small private liberal arts colleges in the United States. It just so
happens that two were from the Midwest, two were from the South, one was from the
Northeast. A wide net was cast and in addition to the approval from the University of
North Dakota’s IRB, the Institutional Review Board approval was also sought and
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granted by each of the five participating institutions own IRB which also resulted in who
ended up participating because some were asked to participate, but only so many could or
would. And so, in the end, that's how the results were, as listed here: two institutions
were from the Midwest, two from the South, one from the Northeast. Just how it ended
up turning out. No institution with more than 2500 traditional undergraduate students
was contacted. Because it's targeting small private liberal arts colleges, it was decided
that traditional undergraduate enrollment should be under 2500 students and traditional
undergraduate enrollment would be students aged 18 to 22, your typical everyday college
student. That's again, along the traditional lines is what was targeted for this study.
Data collection was through in-depth interviews with, it just so happens, to be
directors of admission and vice presidents of enrollment at each of the five institutions.
Originally it was just going to be any recruitment professional that wanted to participate,
but in the end, it ended up being either directors of admission or vice-presidents of
enrollment. So, all five participants just so happened to be in leadership roles and that's
great because it provided an overview of how the operation of the admission staff works
and what they as leaders have been working to implement to recruit Generation Z. And
finally, each participant was ensured confidentiality, privacy as well for both themselves
as a participant, but also their institution's name is kept private and confidential in the
study.
Thank you for watching this first video. This is just a review of the references
and then also the video series itself that is to come. So hopefully you will proceed with
the video series, Videos 2-8, going over each of the six main themes in Videos 2-7, and
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then the concluding remarks in Video #8. Thank you for watching, and we hope you will
enjoy the next video series.
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Appendix E
Transcript of Artifact III Video #2
Building Marketing Partner and Other External Relationships
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins with Video #2 in the series discussing Generation Z
and the Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal
Arts Institutions. This video will be focusing on building marketing partner and other
external relationships, which is very important as setting a foundation that will really help
in the subsequent themes that come out from this study, but also in the recruitment
process and practices themselves. Because starting with that foundation of having
marketing partners and other external relationships really help set the stage for what's to
come throughout that recruitment year or season. The reason is because you have to have
the marketing really in place before you can start then sending it out or putting it out
there for your prospective students to see. And so, this is really where it begins for that
recruitment process.
When it's time to consider how to go about building marketing partners or other
external relationships to help with your recruitment efforts and not only recruiting to
Generation Z, but also to combat the problem of practice where there is going to be lower
enrollments, it's important to consider these steps. First, the marketing staff at an
institution may be responsible for the marketing of the entire university, not just the
admission office. That's something that I found in this study to be the case with the five
participating institutions. What they have had to do, some of them, that could do so and
afford to do so, is reach out and acquire not only additional external partnerships to help
with their recruitment efforts, but if they had them before, maybe they've changed them
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in some ways to help combat the problem of practice and recruit to Generation Z and, I'll
explain why.
First, is some of the institutions I spoke to talked about how they had a need to
acquire some new staff to bring into their admission team because the marketing staff at
their university was so focused on really the entire university, not just the enrollment
office. So, all departments across campus have their own needs and that marketing team
would try to fit the needs of the admission office but also all the other departments. So,
hiring someone either within the college already or on the enrollment team to just
produce a more visual impactful website for the admissions office because this generation
loves a lot of visual, a lot of video marketing, more movement versus just text on the
website. Some of them talked about if they couldn't find someone inside, they hired
someone externally to do that, and that would include one of the admission directors that
I spoke to who said that he was hired because he could “think outside the box” and came
from a different discipline than from higher education. He wasn't even in higher
education prior to being hired.
So, the other staff that's being brought into the marketing field or marketing focus,
rather, for the institution's enrollment team would also need to be able to think outside the
box because some of these small colleges were hiring large marketing and search partners
and vendors to help them with their marketing, only to find that, as one institution called
it, too cookie cutter, because they would just take the name of one institution that they
had already worked with and just replaced that name with their university's or college's
name. So, that wasn't really helping them. It was just kind of, again, very cookie cutter
and those large companies would just do that. Whereas they found that hiring more of a
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smaller niche marketing partner really helped them hone-in on what that institution or
their institution wanted to advertise or market to the incoming prospective students and
their families to help with selling or recruiting the institution to that class.
So, the external partnerships and marketing partnerships are very important. It's
important, as a few of the institutions mentioned, that they need to be tech savvy or
forward thinking. And again, if they haven't worked in higher education, that may or
may not be a good thing because they might have new ideas that weren't thought of, but
they could also not have that higher education knowledge. Again, thinking outside the
box, being creative, trying new things, not necessarily using the typical larger marketing
partners or vendors to help with your recruitment efforts, but looking at small niche
companies. The universities and colleges we spoke to that fit into the small private
liberal arts college category, said that it was very difficult for them to do it all by
themselves, that they did need to reach out and get new ideas to help from marketing
companies that do this every day and really know how to target a variety of populations,
including Generation Z.
Another way was upgrading customer service management systems to increase
automation and efficiency. This again comes from the outside. It's going to a vendor and
saying, what can you do for our university? A lot of universities are going with smaller
companies that can not only help with automation and efficiency, but also can help them
hone-in on what their institution is all about and help sell that to those prospective
incoming students that they're wanting to target. Those CRMs can also lead to not only
being more cost effective overall than having paper files or other systems that may just
not work or are outdated, but they can also be customized, like I mentioned, but also
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allow for more personalization with the incoming prospective students. Because, in the
past, the CRM or the customer service management system, if it wasn't in place and it
wasn't efficient or automated as much as the ones that are today with better technology,
then it took away that time that they could or would spend with prospective students.
This generation is very big about personalization and really having that communication,
that's very individualized. In a future video, I'll talk more about that. This CRM
automation really allows for that personalization. So, that’s a very important external
partnership to make in addition to the marketing search partners and other partners that
help with purchasing names from the SAT or ACT to get prospects that might be
interested in your institution and so on and so forth.
Then finally, partnering with community colleges. The institutions that I spoke
to, a few of them talked about how this generation of students really is looking at cost
even more than prior generations for the reasons I mentioned in Video 1. But, these
community colleges because they are lower cost help with that. But after those 2 years,
they have to transfer somewhere, right? To finish out that 4-year degree, to get that
bachelor's degree. So, partnering and being proactive with local community colleges and
developing curriculum that helps the courses from that community college transfer over
to your institution in a much simpler and efficient way than in the past where there might
be some questions about transfer credit, can really help. So, building programs with
those partners, those colleges, those community colleges can really help that student
coming in right away because there's already an established curriculum that both your
institution as a smaller, private liberal arts college has built with that community college
to transfer those courses into your programs and allow that ease of transfer, can really
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help in again building that external partnership in that way and making it better for the
students and making them want to come to you that much more and finish out their 4year degree. That is the conclusion of this video. I will now move on to the next in the
series which is discussing internal partnerships. Thank you for watching.
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Appendix F
Transcript of Artifact III Video #3
Acquiring Internal Partners to Relate to Generation Z
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins with Video #3 in the series on Generation Z and the
Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal Arts
Institutions. It's important now to discuss the results from the study involving the five
institutions and their participants, as well as what was noticed in the review of literature
about acquiring internal partners to relate to Generation Z students. And when doing so,
consider these strategies. First, is to ensure you have an enthusiastic enrollment and
admission staff who enjoys working with Generation Z. As one institution put it, you
need a positive mindset-driven enrollment team who cares about this generation and
having a recruitment staff who represent the students you want to attract. Generation Z
students trust a person who looks like them or who has a similar background as they do,
and that's very important for this generation to see that diverse staff and diverse campus
staff and faculty as well.
That brings me to talking about involving faculty more. In the past, faculty may
have been available for maybe meeting with a student and a small group of prospective
students, but it's really becoming more of a personalized thing with faculty to get
involved with recruitment and each individualized student and their needs. So, having
that involvement from faculty, which may include them even going out on the road and
recruiting for the college in place of maybe not teaching a course for a semester to kind
of incentivize them, as one institution put it in doing that. Also, having involved them
events, recruiting events on campus, or even events where you're trying to yield that
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incoming class for the incoming year, where maybe they haven't decided just yet, but
having them on campus for an event to maybe help put that last extra effort or push into
having that student choose your college is very important to have the faculty there and
talk about their programming and what they can offer the student when they're involved
in their major or their academic program - from a technology standpoint, or from where
they might help them get internships, or where they might help them with recommending
them to graduate school, whatever the case may be.
Also, creating graduate programs from within the existing academic programs on
your campus—if you're able to do that. Of course, there's a lot of guidelines for that but
if it's possible for the institutions, the smaller private liberal arts institutions, to take what
they have already or include a master's program or create new masters programs or
graduate programs that these students can come to one institution to do both from a cost
saving standpoint and just from a comfort standpoint of already knowing the campus,
knowing the faculty, and then continuing on there. Because again, personalization and
comfort are very important attributes of Generation Z students, and cost is another one as
well. So having that maybe being an incentive for them to come to your campus and
doing maybe even something like a four plus one program where they would go for four
years in undergrad at your institution and take some graduate courses in those 4 years and
then just have one more year to complete a master's at your institution versus having to
do a full two or more years for your typical graduate or master's program.
Finally, partnering more with financial aid. Having financial aid staff come to
recruitment events. Maybe even doing a night like one institution talked about having
coffee with families and sitting down and going through their packages together in a very
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individualized, personalized basis really helped them with their recruitment efforts. It's a
great strategy. Not involving the financial aid staff in recent years, especially now that
cost is more of a factor for families and for students of this generation is a bad strategy.
Having them involved and really being able to explain the financial aid package even
more than maybe an enrollment professional can or from what a family can understand
when they read it themselves, is very important.
Finally, reporting to the administration. Reporting to those internal partners, your
president’s office or the dean’s and other higher education administrators on your campus
about what's going on. Keep them updated because you may find that you have a friend
that can help with your recruitment efforts going forward. I think in the past there's been
the silos according to what some institutions reported. Just making that connection with
the administrators about the needs and the desires because sometimes, as one institution
said, they know what this generation and how it's changing, faster because they are the
boots on the ground. They are out there in the field talking with this generation and their
families, and they know first before other administrators do at the college about what the
incoming classes or the upcoming generation is going to be like and the shifts that's made
with that generation over time. So, having those regular meetings or partnerships with
other campus departments, especially those in the administration, can really help build
that internal partnership to help build that relationship with Generation Z and recruiting
those students even more.
That concludes this video in the series. Thank you for watching, and now, we'll
move on to number four in the series which is talking about communicating with
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Generation Z students directly during these times of lower enrollment and also as a way
to help with the problem of practice.
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Appendix G
Transcript of Artifact III Video #4
Communicating and Fostering Connections with Prospective Generation Z Students
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins with Video #4 in the series, Generation Z and the
Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal Arts
Institutions. I'd now like to focus on the third theme that resulted from of the study,
which is communicating and fostering connections with prospective Generation Z
students. After you've got your external team together and your internal partners
together, it's important now to then start that communication point with the students that
you're going to be recruiting as you work your way through each of the themes, and
really steps, in successful recruitment for Generation Z, to small private liberal arts
colleges.
Consider these strategies. The first is start early and invest in them. Do not solely
rely on traditional ways of recruiting. As one institutional participant said, “You don't
want to be starting in August.” You want to start before their senior year, August of their
senior year, to recruit. You also can't just talk to them once and then think they're just
going to apply because of one conversation. You really do have to take the time and
invest in them over a long period of time and make things as personalized as possible.
It's also important to listen. Do not focus on what you are all about as an
institution to begin with, rather focus on letting them tell you who they are first. Most of
the institutions we spoke to talked about the importance of listening and letting them tell
you their needs and addressing them, but also at the same time not forgetting to focus on
what you can bring to the table as an institution as well.
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Third, Generation Z knows what is autogenerated communication and what's
personalized. So, these students grew up in a very high-tech environment. They've
pretty much been around since smartphones, so they know what an autogenerated email
looks like more than prior generations would and know what is personalized for them
versus just a general communication going out to everybody else.
Use technology to recruit to these students. These students would rather fly under
the radar than coming to visit with you or seeing them at a college fair. So, using social
media, having a highly visual website, a personalized virtual session where you're maybe
giving them a campus tour through a Zoom call showing them the campus on a
personalized level to meet their needs or informational videos will really catch their
attention. This could be through TikTok or through YouTube or through your campus
website. But social media is definitely a way to speak to them, speak their language, and
get through to them because they may not always come to you for a campus visit or come
to you at a college fair, and having those resources through the variety of technological
uses today, such as social media, can really help.
One of the reasons why I'm doing a video series to communicate the ways to best
recruit Generation Z during these difficult times where enrollment is decreasing is as a
way to show that these students or as a way to really express that these students really do
like videos, typically obviously shorter videos and to the point videos, but I wanted to use
that mode of technology for this series and for this artifact as part of my implementation
of the solution for my dissertation as a way to kind of help promote the use of video and
technology to communicate because these students really do look to that and hope to have
that when you're recruiting to them.
99

Also, having unique events, personalized recruitment and building a connection to
campus. This could be meeting with the student, as some of the colleges we spoke to
attested to, meeting them where they are, meeting them at a coffee shop, or somewhere
that they like to grab lunch. Not so much having the big events where you just talk to
them for a few minutes and move on to the next student. More of a personalized
approach and unique events where you can include the parents and include the faculty
and really grab their attention. This is something that small colleges, small private liberal
arts colleges in general can really do and hone-in on because they have the
personalization already in place. Being so small, having an intimate setting, having small
class sizes, they're able to produce these kinds of things. So really, it's a strong point for
small colleges to be able to do this and be able to communicate with these students and
foster that connection in this way with Generation Z students.
Thank you for watching this video, and now I'll move into the next video in the
series which will discuss communicating and building relationships with the parents and
families of Generation Z students.
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Appendix H
Transcript of Artifact III Video #5
The Parent/Guardian Factor
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins with Video #5 in the series, Generation Z and the
Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal Arts
Institutions. This video will discuss the parent guardian factor and how to recruit during
this more challenging time, in recruiting Generation Z, and while enrollment from
college-aged students falls in the next several years.
First, consider these strategies. It's more important than ever to market and recruit
parents and guardians of Generation Z. Today's parents, as one institution stated, are
buddies with their children and really lock in on that partnership with their parent or
guardian, and really their whole family, in helping them make that college choice. So, it's
important to really market to that group as well as the child or as well as the student.
Have a marketing plan specifically geared towards parents and guardians, and I
spoke to a few institutions who said they really still need to hone-in on what that would
look like. But there should be communications going out to parents because they usually
are able to acquire their email address with the heavily involved parents and guardians of
today, and so, they do send out communications via email or even through phone calls to
the parents.
That's another important piece here. While the student, the Generation Z student,
is more focused on looking at videos or the website or social media to find information
about the institution, the parents are more likely to use the phone and email than their
child would do. So, it's okay to use more of the traditional recruitment tactics or
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techniques to recruit Generation Z through phone and email versus the student who is
going to probably respond better to a video or social media post or a website video or
something along those lines.
And so, I know a lot of the institutions that I spoke with talked about how the
student might get a postcard in the mail intentionally from the institution because they
want the parents to also see that postcard, something that anybody in the household can
visibly see and that might include reminders about deadlines or recruitment events so that
the parents see those. But they also go ahead and email the parents about these events
and deadlines so that they can remind and serve as a reminder for their student. Because
a lot of institutions I spoke to reported that the parent really can in some ways be the
strongest advocate for their recruitment efforts. And that includes creating social media
groups for parents, especially with Facebook. Every institution I spoke to mentioned the
importance of having a parent or guardian or family Facebook page created for their
institution. And what happens a lot of times is parents of existing or current students of
the institution stay in that group, and they can help incoming prospective student parents
know what to expect from that campus from the current parents, current student parents,
because they stay in the group over a number of years and can really help out with
communicating to the incoming parents and guardians about what to expect and answer
their questions in that way.
Then finally, it's important to add programming at recruitment events specifically
geared towards parents and guardians while the parents and the students tend to have that
closer relationship in this generation than even prior generations. It's important to still
somewhat separate them to try to encourage the students to make connections with other
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students or faculty or other departments on campus. Then, also have the students' parents
and guardians have sessions for them that help them understand the transition and make
them feel welcomed by the campus as well.
I would also point out too, that parents and guardians of this generation are also
concerned about cost. They are also concerned about the anxiety of their students in
potentially being more independent. Some parents report to the recruitment professionals
that I spoke to that they actually have to encourage their students to live on campus.
Whereas in prior generations it was the other way around. The student was really
pushing to want to live on campus, and the parents are now trying to get their students to
be more independent. So, it's important for parents to really be brought in and helping
encourage and foster relationships, not only between the institution and the parents, but
also to help encourage the students of this generation with their college choice overall,
because the students are more dependent on the parents to help them now than before
where there was more of an independence type thing going on with the students in their
college choice in prior generations.
That's all from this video, and we'll now move on to Video #6, which will focus
on cost and financial aid. Thank you for watching.
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Appendix I
Transcript of Artifact III Video #6
The Impact of Cost and Financial Aid
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins with Video #6 of the series, Generation Z and the
Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal Arts
Institutions. This video focuses on the impact of cost and financial aid in recruitment of
Generation Z students during this difficult time.
First, consider that tuition cost continues to rise across the board, making it more
difficult for small private liberal arts institutions. This was reported by each of the five
participating institutions and their participants in this study. And, this is again, as
mentioned in Video #1, because of the fact that these institutions are more tuition driven
because they lack that public institution state and federal funding.
Families are more price conscious today than prior generations. The money part
is so crucial, as one institution put it. Before, students would just take out loans and they
would just kind of go through and accept the financial aid package that they were given.
As a result of the recession of 2008, as well as just an up and down of the economic
issues and uncertainty of recent times, families today are more price conscious as
reported by each of the five institutions in this study. Generation Z students are more
practical as some also mentioned as well. So, they are also thinking about costs and their
futures. They've been raised in an environment where they've heard about rising tuition
costs and how much it costs to go to school and how much loan debt that their preceding
or previous generations had.

104

Also, work to combat assumptions about the cost of private liberal arts institutions
because there is that stigma out there that small private liberal arts colleges do cost more.
So, you might have to if you haven't already been working to combat against that, and
what one institution said when I interviewed them was that they really do talk about the
value of coming to their institution first and then talk about cost. Of course, a lot of
families these days tend to want to ask about cost first and foremost, but it’s trying to find
that nice balance between really helping show the value of going to their institution for
the more personalized attention that they can receive in the smaller setting and then bring
cost into it as necessary.
You'll also find from what a lot of the institutions I interviewed said that there's
more negotiating going. Before, there wasn't really much of a question about that. The
price was the price. Students would just accept the offer, do loans or whatever it may be,
or get scholarships and that was kind of the way things went. But some institutions I
spoke to reported that they are getting comparative pricing from the competition and
having to work on finding additional tuition dollars. Some have lowered their tuition, in
general, but increased scholarships based on need and academic promise, and it's causing
this shift financially for some of the institutions, but they're trying to find ways to not
break their bank or give away the store, so to speak, to still be able to bring in students,
but also be mindful of the fact that they are very tuition driven and only have so much in
their endowment and can only offer so much each year in the amount of scholarships.
One way is to incentivize or create new ways in promoting either existing
scholarships that are already offered based on academic need or maybe even athletics or
financial need/academic strength, but also to create new ways to incentivize. Maybe you,
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as one college reported, maybe you set a deadline to apply by, and if you apply by that
date, you're able to get some sort of additional scholarship or money towards your tuition.
Or as one school reported, they have students create a video or an essay or maybe even
create a song, and then they post that to social media. Not only does it help promote the
institution that much further, but they also get some really creative ideas and can then
choose among those submissions who would get a scholarship based on what they wrote
about the institution, because usually the song or the essay or the video is based on a way
that the student can address the institution in some way as to why they should get the
scholarship. So, those are also ways that can help incentivize and maybe help get the
word out about the scholarships and reducing that tuition cost to incentivize students.
Also, expect individualized tuition and financial aid packaging and partnering
with the financial aid staff. As one institution reported, teaming with financial aid is
really a necessity now to provide data analysis, projections, and different scenarios to
drive the goals for recruitment for any given year and kind of talking with your financial
aid partners. Having them get involved with the process with the student, not just the
admission counselor or the enrollment staff discussing this financial impact and financial
aid, but having the experts from the financial aid office also have those discussions and
individualize it so that students and families can understand what to expect. It's
important for the enrollment staff to ask the families, stick with us, and we'll guide you
through as the package becomes available, because it's not always readily available and
that's sometimes hard to do. But, one institution reported that they just upfront, say to the
families and the students, stick with us, we'll work with you and let us guide you through
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this path and work out the best-case scenario for the financial aid or tuition package that
we can offer.
It's also important to discuss the value of your institution as a whole. Make it
personalized, but also speak to how going to your institution can help this student in their
particular academic program, and how it can shape their future career. Really sell what
they can get out of your institution, even though they might be paying a little bit more to
come to your institution compared to another school that they're being offered admission
from with maybe more scholarship incentive or maybe a lower tuition cost, but helping
sell your institution to that particular family and individualize, the experience is another
way to get that student on board to come to your campus, and that's not always easy to
do, but that's what's recommended.
Also, I just want to mention one failed strategy that was mentioned in the study
and that was that one institution thought it might be best just to get the admission letters
out and say you're admitted and let them have that moment of excitement, and then,
introduce maybe what scholarships they were eligible for as a way to not monetize things
so much. But, it ended up backfiring on that institution because immediately parents and
students were calling saying, "Hey, I got admitted but I guess I didn't get any
scholarships," and they were just trying to give these families a chance to just celebrate
being admitted first before going into the money. But, they found was that if it's not
monetized, it's not an accomplishment. I'm not saying that's the case for everyone, but
this particular institution said that they felt that way afterwards. That with today's
generation, today's parents, that if it's not monetized in some ways, it may not feel like it's
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an accomplishment just getting admitted to the school as it might have used to feel in the
past with prior generations.
And that concludes this video in the series. Next up, we'll talk about the value of
the overall college experience. Thanks for watching.
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Appendix J
Transcript of Artifact III Video #7
The Value of the Overall College Experience
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins and welcome to Video #7 in the series, Generation
Z and Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Private Liberal Arts
Institutions. This video discusses the value of the overall college experience and how to
recruit this generation of students during these challenging times.
Consider the biggest hurdle is going to be tuition cost. So, selling the overall
investment and outcomes to each student and their families is going to be very important
to overcome that hurdle, as talked about in the last video. Every campus has a special
history, a quality, and uniqueness to it. So, it's important to really emphasize that as part
of the overall college experience. And, the reason the word value is in quotation marks is
because value can mean not only the cost, but also the overall value that that student
experiences while they're on your campus, and the value to them personally versus just
the cost itself. Number three, address the question, what am I going to get here that I
can't get at a larger state university? It's very important that you talk about your space
being a safe one for them where they can be themselves.
It's becoming more and more known with this generation that they are living
closer to home, that they are more commuter students than living on campus in many
ways, according to a few institutions we spoke to about that. But talking to them about
that personal connection and providing the resources and the experience on your campus
where they can't imagine going anywhere else is very important to help answer the
question listed under Point #3 on this slide and to provide that quality personalized
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student service aspect. That would include the mental health services, career center,
experiential learning, hands-on and technology experiences that these students in
Generation Z really look for and really care more about than maybe the prestige factors
that prior generations cared about. The flashy buildings that prior generations cared
about. These students care more about their career goals, what they're going to get out of,
what they're paying for, and the overall value of their college experience, not just from
being a college student at age 18 to 22, but how that experience of those 4 years is going
to carry over into their future and their career.
That brings us to the end of this video. Thank you for watching. The next one
will be a review of the conclusion and a series of thoughts from the study that I want to
share with those in the higher education community and those who are recruitment
professionals at small, private liberal arts colleges. Thanks again for watching.
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Appendix K
Transcript of Artifact III Video #8
Concluding Remarks
Hello. This is Shawn Adkins with Video #8 in the series, Generation Z and the
Perspectives of Recruitment Professionals on Sustaining Small Private Liberal Arts
Institutions. This final video is concluding remarks in the series of eight videos. In
conclusion, the advice that I would give as a follow up to this study with the five
institutions, the participants at each of those institutions, and through the review of the
relevant research and literature that's been produced on this topic, I would say that it's
important to be mindful and prepare for each step in the annual recruitment process. That
really does start with getting that external piece together where you're partnering with
marketing professionals outside of your organization and anyone else that you can bring
in. Search partners, vendors, getting that CRM together, the customer relationship
management system, up and going to get ready for that next year because every year is
going to be different. You won't always have to change everything out. It's just getting
prepared each year for the process and knowing that you have those external partners in
place. Followed by the internal piece where you have the right staff, you have the right
campus connections and partners between departments ready to go, faculty involvement,
so on and so forth. Then you're also, at that stage, ready to then start communicating
with your students, using those marketing tools, using those internal partners to
communicate with this generation and speak to them in a way that they can respond to.
Which includes bringing in their parents and discussing the cost and impact of financial
aid, followed by the value of their overall experience. If they choose your institution,
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how you can make that final push after they've gotten through the hurdle of whether they
want to come to your institution or not, and once they've got through the whole cost
piece. What is that final thing that you can say to sell the overall experience to them and
how it's going to help them for their future. That's where you want to be prepared for that
recruitment process. That again, will likely need to be reviewed and shift every year, or
at least every other year.
Be open to change. Be open to making things work better for you if it doesn't
work that first go round or in that one cycle, and then starts to maybe not work in the next
cycle if things do change over time, and being prepared for that is very important.
Generation Z is unique and more diverse. Their communication preferences are
different. The old strategies, as one institution said, that worked in 2013 will no longer
work with this generation. Another institution commented to be multi-touch, multipronged, very personalized in your approach to this generation because they are looking
for different experiences, and they have different views of cost and what the experience
should be like compared to even Millennials and prior generations before that.
As I've mentioned several times in these videos, personalization is important.
That's why it says personalized, personalized, personalized. Every institution I spoke to
talked about the importance of that. It's always been there. It's always been important,
but it's just that much more important now with this generation being so focused on costs,
being so focused on their career goals, and being more practical than maybe even prior
generations were.
. . . including the parents and guardians in the conversation. Every institution I
spoke to made one comment as well, not only about the personalization piece, but also
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meeting people or students where they are. Meeting the families where they are. Making
sure that you understand their needs, not just selling what you can offer as an institution,
but really listening to them and knowing what you can provide them based on what they
tell you.
Proper use of technology, both internally and externally is key. You not only
want to communicate to this prospective class or this next prospective class of students
that are part of Generation Z, using efficient and automated technology, but with a
personalized touch. You also want to have your campus ready for these students who are
very tech-savvy and want to have that hands-on, experiential learning experience that
they hope to gain from your academic program as much as possible.
Including important student services such as mental health counseling, career
guidance, experiential learning, hands-on tools. All very important for that
personalization piece and selling and recruiting that next class of students from this
generation.
Reflecting often. The way forward is complex, and there are some adjustments
that will need to be made, but you can work to navigate these challenging times by
reflecting on what has worked, what hasn't worked, and making those adjustments by
being open to change. Also, communicating those reflections and what's needed with
your institution administration and letting them know what's going on. You may not
always get additional help or feedback from them, but it's important for them to know
where the university is heading based on what you're hearing out there regarding the
trends, what these students and parents are telling you, and how shifts can be made
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university-wide, not just in the admission office, to be successful in recruitment efforts
going forward during these very challenging times.
Thank you for watching this series of videos. I want to thank the institutions that
did participate in this study and also hope that these videos and this research will help
alleviate this problem of practice going forward so that we can keep our very important
small institutions of higher education sustainable and thriving in this near future during
these challenging times. Thank you.
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